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Rhode Island in Disunion, 1787-1790

Su rpnstnalv . Rhode lslnnd's initial response 10 a plan
for permanent cen traI government was cordial. Such a
prop o..al was adv anced hy the ad hoc Continental
Com~r('ss in 1777 and em bodied in the Articles of
Confcdcranon drafted . de bated by Co ngress, and
plac ed before the rebellious sta tes in late 1777.
Delegat e Henry Marchant bo re this first national
rnnstitution to Rhode Island and u rged its acceptance
at a special session of the Ge ne ral Assembly in
De cember . The question o f adoption was def erred to

th e February 177'0 session. At that conclave Rhode
Island l/:3\' C its assent unanimously . Three arn endmenrs
wer e suggested hut the se were merely recommenda­
tions, not prerequisites for ratification .

Rhode Island was so unc h aracteristically ubliging
because several of its towns we re unde r British occu ­

parum , and because it had incurred enorm ous military
expenditures which m ight be panially absorbed by the
new cen tr al government . Rhode Island instructed its
delegates to ratHy if eight other sta tes should do so and,
in the event tha t any alter at ions in the A rticles were
advanced. these delegates were empowered to acc ept
whatever changes were approved by n ine o f the sta tes ,
Rhode leland further promised that it wou ld be hound
by any alte ra t ions agreed to in this manner- No
changes were made and the sta te's rep resentatives
unh esi tatingly signed the rariflcanon in Philadelphia
on July 9, 177'({, hailing the documen t as " th e G ran d
Corne r Stone" of the new na tion, I

In the succeed ing twelve yea rs Rh ude Islan d wou ld
seldom act with such compliance but exhibi ted a

-A~~oc i a ll" prof essor of li i ~ lOr y at Providence Co lle);: e and
Spccial Assi~lantlO Congressman Rob ert 0 . Tiernan ,
Mr. Conley is cu rrent ly working for rhc degree I,D, at
Suffolk Umvetsitv Law School.

Merrill len -e n . AUK/t., 01 Cnniederotinn (Mad i<'(ln. WIS
1%.\1 190-95, 'ohn Russell Barrle tt cd., Rem"/< or rhe
Co/lmy n , Rhod,' /.,1and ,rnd Provrden("/' Planl<ltlOn, 10
N /'w EIl,!:lan d [Provid enc e, 18'>6-0,';) /1. ,341, .1,(,2, .~M-67,

Worthingrnn C. Ford ct al., eds. tonmol. " f II", ('O/ui·
nn lltll Con,!:"',,, 1774· 17X9I W as hi nJ:lOn, 190,k U )
II :63 /1. -39, M3, Edmund Cody Rumen , Om I1Ot'D!<l1

ConY-fe" (S"w York, 190Jil ,~ I - -l oJ

br I'ulrick T Conley ·

recalci trance in nat iona l councils which proved
exaspera ting In many of its siste r states. Its initial
connariness con sisted in flat rejecnon of th e proposed
co n tin en tal impost of 1781 , despite efforts of Thomas
Pai ne and othe r prominent figures 10 enlist the sraie's
suppo rt.I Its most blatant demonstration of defiance
was repeated refusal 10 rat ify the Federal Constitution
of 171'.7,

Acquaintance with rbc politica l se tt ing in wh ich
Rhode Island's contest for adoption wok place is
essennal to understanding the rauficanon con tro versy.
The prin cipal political fact of life was the dominance in
sta te affai rs of the so-call ed Country Pany. This faction ,
led mainl y by legislator s fro m ru ral and agra rian towns ,
ha d swe pt in to pow er in the spring clection of 178(,

on a pap er money platfor m . Their victory consm urcd
somewhat of a poli tical revolu t ion, because it trans'
fo rmed the legtsleture from a merchant-dominated
body to one in which the interests of the termer took
pr ecedence.'

T he Country Party m ade good its campaign pledge
an d immedia tely authori zed issua nce of $I OO,(X)[) in
pape r muncy . Historians now realize that the primary
purpose of the paper emission was to alleviate the tax
burden which weighed he avily on owners of real
property, and that payment of private debts in paper
was merely an incidental by-product of the program,'
hu t con temporary credi tors an d m any members of the
me rcan tile com munity we re not so well informed ,
Pape r mo ney - a chief so u rce of co ntrover sy in local
politics from 17M through 1791 - engendered the

2 Frank Crccne Bares, Rh",k /"land all/I th e Fom wtion uf
ti l<' Union IN"w York, 1/l.98!71·W is still rhc best treat ­
ment of impost proposals. Allan N evins, AlIll'rielln SldlL"
al/ rlng and aiter Iht' Revolutiun, 1775-/ 789 [Ne w York ,
191AI6.'\().37 Irwin Polivhook, Rhude hltlml and Ihe
UnIOn, 1774· J795 [Evans to n. Ill" 19691 :>'~-~J. Hillman
:l.telc.1H Brvbop, \\'hr Rho<'e bland Oppo,eJ (he Fedoal
Cun-UlUlmn [Providence 1950 Icrrmt o t lour arucles rn
Rhoae hlall<' Hi~lnr}' \' ,8 , 19491 '>·l oJ

,~ Rates, 107·14il . Polivhnok, Im -29.

4 Intri cacies and principal intent " I (h e pap er emission
have been fathome d hy Bish op , 15·25- Polis hook . UI ·
162 - ami forrest Md ><lI13 IJ, WI:" The P.:or/l:'" ECUnOrllK
Orr,!:m~ of (he Cun.IIJlUlrnn [Chicago. 1 9'j ~1 H6-.Jl1
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di sp ut e which preci puated th e landmark case of
Trcverr v . Wecden s an d serv ed as ce me nt and bond of
uni on for the dominant Co un try Party which opposed
ratification 01the Consti tut ion.

That Rhod e Island was the last of the original

th irt een sta les 10 ratify th e Fed eral Co ns titu tion is ....-ell
known . The vt.atc was recalcitrant from the outse t of
the co ns ntununa l movement . wit h the exceptio n of its
response to th e Annap oli s co nvennon . Just pri or to that
M aryla nd gathering, Rhode Island had expressed a
desire 10 secu re un iform and ce ntralized regu lation of
co mmerce to pr ot ect ItS re-export tr ad e from the tariffs
0 1 neighboring sla tes." Because th at im portant but
limited ac tion was the on ly topic on th e proposed
agenda, Rhod e Island - its govern me nt then under
me rcant ile co ntr ol - dis patched rwo delegates to

Annapo lis Comrmssruners [abez Bowen an d Samuel
Ward had jou rneyed as fa r as Philad elphia when
they received ne ws that the abortive conclave h ad
adioumed."

In th e follow ing year, when a call wa s issued for a
more broa dly empowered co nve n tion to d iscu ss all
matters necessa ry " 10 rende r the co ns t itution of th e

Fed eral Covernmcn t adequate to th e ex igencies of th e
Union," the COUnt ry Party h ad seized power. Conse­
qu ently the s ta te failed to vote on the February 1787
resolution of the co n fede ra tio n Co ngress to hold the
Phil adelph ia co nve ntion an d, wh en that momentous
assemb ly co nve ne d, Rhode Island was th e on ly sta te to

bovcon its proceedings. Th ree times an attempt to

dispatch delegates was re jected by the suspicious
Gen eral Assembly, Rhode Island 's absence was pro-

!i Patr ick T . Conley , "Rhode Island's Parer Money Issue
and Treve lt v. W eed/'n (17M I," Rhodt' l,land Hislmy ,~:]

(Au,l::ust 197119~·107 .

~ Bartlet t 10'1110. Bates. 99· lOS.

7 Committee Rer0rts In Genera l Assembl v .t :11 1, Rhode
Island State Archivt"!l (SA hereafter]. William R. Sta ples .
Rhode h ltlnd m the Cnn lmenftl l ConXTt' \ ' . wilh lhe
/oumal uf rhe Con l'en ltlm Thtll Adnpted the Consruu non .
J765-17 90 [Pro vide nce, IR70l -"'~ I ~2, hereafter ci ted
Staples. arcc.

H Varnum and Arnold 10 lohn Collins, Arril H . 1787,
Bartlett 1O :246-.t7 Starles. RICC , 576·78. Varnum to
Collins, April", 17Ill,ihid.. 578·79. Varnum to the

tested hy dcpur lcs from Pro viden ce an d Newport and
also by [ame s M . Varn um and Pelcg Arnold , del egates
in Congress, but to no av ail M

On Septembe r 15, 1 7~7, just pr ior 10 th e co m pleti on
of th e fede ra l co nvention , Governor John Co ll ins
otfe red to th e president of th e co nf ede ra t ion Congress
Rhude Island 's feeble excuse for non-attend ance at the
Ph iladelph ia sessions, Cullins declared that since the
freem en .11 large ha d the pow er of c1eeti ng delega tes to

represent them in Congress , th e legislature co uld not
convisrenrlv appu int delegates to a convennon wh ich
migh t be the m eans of d issolving that Co ng ress. In view
of the broad po wer whi ch th e Assembly was accu s­
tom ed to exercise, Coll in ..'s remarks seemed evasive
indeed A spiri ted rejoinde r signed by N ew po rt and

Providence de pu ties remi nded the gove rnor that th e
Assem bly ha d dispat ched delega tes to th e Contin ental
Congress. ranfied the Declara tion of Indepe nd en ce, and
accepted the Art icles o f Con fede ration wit hout a
popular referen du m . Their arguments, th o ugh sound ,
were tru itlcss.?

Wh en the fede ral co nve ntion co mpleted its labors on
Septembe r 17, 1787, it tra nsmitted th e Consti tu tion 10

Congress w uh the recommen dation that the doc ument
he submitted to th e sta tes for ratification by popul arly
elected co nve n tio ns . Co ng ress (With Rhode Island
abse n t] co mp lied and gav e the sta tes offici al notice .
The Assembly tonk th e new Co ns n tuuon u nd er advise­
ment a t usO ctob er 17R7 session. Thereupon , it voted
for disrriburion of a thousand co pies of the proposed
document 10 allow the freemen " an opportunity of
forming thei r sen time nts" upon it . IO

prestden1 of the Federal Convention, lu ne 18, 17117,
Updike Pape rs lRIHS Uhrarv ]. The Country Purt v seem ...d
some wha t divided, hesitanl , and uncer tai n regarding
Rhode Island's attendance at the Philadelp hia conve nti on.
In M;ly 1787 lh'ruties in the lowe r ho use of the Cener al
Asscrn hlv approved a resolut ion 10 dispa tch delegates hy
a narrow tWu'\'/lte ma rgi n only 10 have the measure killed
hy assis tants rn the urrcr hou se. Then in lune the
a,>s istants reco nsidered and reversed themselves, but their
resclu non w~~ rejected hy the deputies hy a solid margin
o f seventeen votes lou rnal ot the Hou se, lou ma l 01 the
Senate , May and lune sessronc, 171l7 jSAI.

9 Documents rel~ t i n ,l:: tu Rhode leland's reaction to the
federal con vennon ale in Starin, R1CC, S69-:;;S'i. Rhode
Island 's abstentnm was proresred hr a ,l::rour of the stare's
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W ith most of the freemen th us ap pr ised of the
federal charter's con te nts, th e Febru ary 1788 sess ion
assembled. Then , to the consremanon of fede ralis ts
within the state and without, the Assembly authorized
• popular referendum on the Constitution and
scheduled it lor the fourth Monday in M arch . This
rauficanon procedure was hi~hly ir regular and con­
trary to the recommendations of the Philadelph ia
delega tes . but the legislature was not de ter red This
February session spec ifica lly tcrccted a motion to call a
tal i lyin~ co nvent ion . Over th e course of the next
twenty-three mon ths a total of eleven suc h efforts
wo uld he spumed. II

The popula r e lec tion on th e Cons t itu t ion wa s held
.rcconhng [0 sche dule, Th e res ult was pr edictable ­
2-'7 for and 2,70Hagainst - hut th e margin of defeat is

dcccpuvc. T he federal port to wns of Provid ence and
Newport boycott ed the referendum ; one vo te wa s cas t
I() the forme r and only elev en regis tered in N ewport .
These ba llo ts, wi th one exception lin Newpo rt] were
cast by antifede ralis ts. T he only towns in the federalist
column we re the Bay settlements of Bristol 126-23)

and Lnrle Compton 163 -5 71_ Cnncs of the Co nsr uunon
registered lopsided victories in many rura l eommuni­

nes : Glocester 1228 -9), Coventry 1IKO-D), Foste r 1177-0)
and Scuuate (l56-D).1l

Toea! vote in this referendum was 2 ,9~5 , as eom­
p.ared with -l,287 who had loo ted in t he well -contested
gubernatorial election of 1787 , Newport and
Providence accounted ior most of th e abstaine rs, for
lO~ether these to wns had betwee n R2.'l and 9(X) freemen
in 17t\8, according to fai r ly reliable es t ima tes, Yet it is

mer chants. Their memorial is in Max Farrand . ed .•
Record., of the Fedt:ril j Com 'en rinn of /787 l:sIe.... Haven ,
19371:U R-19. Original Ccllms letter and dissent of
merchants arc in Letters from the Covemor of Rhode
Island -t 1l780-180017-t-7S jSAI.

10 Records of the R_1. General Assemhly 1 .~-t!9. hereatter
cited GA Records (SAl. Staples, RJCC, ~ "--1-RS,

II GA Records UA-16--lS . MoS! hlstnrian~ cont end Iha t the
Assembly rejected motions to call .l ratifying convennon
seven limes- e.g. McDonald, .H1 and Rishor, 3J.
Pohshoo k has listed eleven such attempts in an unpub­
ltshed doctora l disserta tion [Non hwesrem University ,
1% 111SO.

obvious tha t even if these co m mun ities tu rned O UI

en m <lH I' io r the Consmuuon. il would have bee n
rejected by an impressive plu ralnv I I Eight weeks aher
this resounding repudanon New Ham pshi re became
the ninth state to ratify the federa l document but ,
despi te rejoicing ever this event in Providence,
chances thJt Rhode Isla nd would follow the lead of her
mu re amenable bre thren seemed extremely remote.

Crucial Slates of Virgin ia and New York soo n fell in
line , but Rhude Island wa s u n relentmg. In M arch 1789,
as the ne w federa l go ve rnment prepared 10 co nvene,
the Asse mb ly for a fiJth time rejected a motion to ca ll a
ratifying ccnvcnnon. In J\la y the issue was sides te pped,

and io June and October sessions it wa s again rejected.'!
T he only o the r holdout at thi s late date wa s North
Ca rnfina which, like Rhode Island, wa s sett led by
outcasts and not ed iOT its individualist and separat ist
tendencies. On Novem be r 2 1, 17H9 the Carolini ans
capitul a ted an d left Rh od e Island alone be yo nd th e
pale}"

As 1790 da wned, pressu res on anufede tahsrs
increaccd , an d prospec ts for OI l least a conve ntion grew
br iKh te r. Opponents of th e Constit ution had shown
signs of wavering in the October session wh en th ey
voted to print and d istr ibu te among the to wns ISO
copies of the twelve amendments 10 the Constitution
which had been recom mended by the new Cong ress of
the United Sta res.e

In lan uary's session the federalist m inority was
furt he r encou raged when the legisla tu re ahc r two
unsuccessful efforts narrowly passed a bill in trod uce d
hy Hen ry M archant, authoriz in g a ratification convc n-

12 Papers Relating to the Constitut ion of the Uni ted States .
17,36. hereafter cited PAC (SAl. Starks, RICC, SI\9-6n'>.
For a pctttion from Pro vidence rrnt~tin.l: referendum
see RIHS ~tSS. 3 :119-11.

u Surles, RICe. 606.

I~ Staples, Rice, 608-626 As late as May 17K'J the Browns
observed that "about t....o thlfd~ of [he Freemen of this
SUle are opposed 10 [he ne.... Consmuuon - our general
assembly are by the same maionw againsl it " Nicholas
and lohn Bro....n 10 Richard Hcnr v lee, ~by I, 1789,
[nhn Brown Papers IRIHS Library ].

IS Jackson Turner ~bin, AnlJf('der<ll l ~ t~ : Cmin of the
Com tiUlIion, P81 -178M [Chapel Hill. N.C., 1961l Hl·~8 .

16 GA Records 13:667. Bartlett 10:3.'>8.
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non to meet March I , 1790 at South Kings to wn.
fou r-term governor fohn Collins, always cool toward
an ufedc ralis rn. courageously in curred th e wrath of hi s
Country Pa rty wh en he CdSI the d ...ciding vote on
Marchan t's m easur e and broke a four-four Sena te
deadlock. He was not renominated by his po li t ica l

associates.!"
Elect ion of delegates for th is conv...n uon went

un ld\'orably in th e vie w of M arehanl, a Newport
tedcr alrst . Two week s before the ...css ton he prophesied
its outcome ' " Th e Antic 's a re about ten ma jority.
I ha ve hopes however th ey will not totally reject the
Consti tution , but I th ink they may adj ourn it over ou r
Cenl. E] e ct ion ." l ~

M urch nn ts int uit ion wa s co rrec t. The convent ion
cons idered both the Constitution and the twelve
amendments the ret o proposed hy Co ngress. ln addition
it adopted a " decla ra t ion of ri,;hts" and ad vanced
eigh tee n other amendments to th e fede ra l document.
These were se ll! to the freemen for consi de ra tion.

Ma jor poi nts oi di scuss ion du ring rh e s ix-day March
sess ion .....ere allocanon of rcprescntanves, direct
ia xauon . slave-t rade, meth od of adopnng future
amendments, ranfic auon 01 the co ng ress iona lly pro­
posed Bill 01 Righ ts. an d the power o t the con ve nt ion
to adopt the Constitution. Alt hough some annfederal­
bts had mellowed, a majmiry were resol ved to resist to

th e biller end Mercha n t-pr in ce foh n Innes Cla rk, one
01lour federa list delegates from Providence, observe d
th:1I " .....c han as determi ned a set oi men to oppose it
as ever were co mbined toge ther." On Saturday March 6,
over pret ests oi fede ra lists, the gat hering adj ourned
until Ma y 24 by a vote of 41 -28 , a m argin \...hieh wa s a

17 GA Records 1,, :723-24 N ewl'"n l/era/rl. U.S , C/w mide
lanuaty 21, 17YO. Prrlvidt'r1n' Cautr" Ian uary 16, lJ,
I ]YO On his conversion ro federal ism we Collins 10
Getll,l(e Washington, ,'\1av 24. 1790 III Gaillard Hunt,
"Othce Scckmg in w ashington's Admin istrat ion ,"
Amcr h:an H i 'wru:aJ Revi ew I (Jan Ill%1179-RO.

III Henry 10 \\' ilIiam Marchant, F ehTll a r ~' l'i . 17YO, in
Rubert C. Cotner. ed . TheoJnre F"'lfr" , Minute, 01 lht'
Convt'n uorl Hdd as Soulh KJnX' lOwn , Rh(Jde Idand In

M arch. 1790 W hich Fallt ,110 Adop t th e Co n'W ll t/u ll v I
lhe Um ted SlaleS [Pro vid ence. 1929\ 20. Comers intro·
ducuon comams a );ood summary of events ot 1790,
'9-17. "Genl. E1crtlon " to wh sch Hcnev refer red was
held annually on third WeJ llI.....Ia~· III April

19 lohn Innes Cla rk to Lydia Cla rk, Feb. I....Larch ] 5, INO
[Cla rk misd at ed the kiter) [ohn Innes Clark Collection
IRIIIS Lihr arv]. COIner, r a, slm for parnsan maneuver­
Tn!: over Adjournment And reconvening. Cromer, 81-90
Orlicral mmu tcs 01 the South KIrlJ:stown conventnm.
kept h~' Sec retary DAniel Updike , are usefu l hut frag­
menled and incomp lele. Original , In rA C, p. 1-2, is

South Kmg,;wwn coun house. scene 0 1 rhe March 1890
com lilulwndl convention ..\11 11 ' l<1n,1.. nvw occupJed by
KI11,('lon Free LibuJlY_

-

Dela I ,,,"" .\L<p 0' Ih~ To"" o! Soutll llmp l"" " "-,..m,,,,,, ,, c u",,'
AIt, rh Il~"d Ii' ''f)' F W"lI,ns Ir h,l"ddph" :~S7!

fairly accurate in dica tion oi relative strength of ant i­
and pro-Cons ti tut ion tacnons.!"

Between sessio ns spr in~ electrons w·ere cond ucted
and ihc COU nt ry Party (m in us Covc mo r Collins]
scored 115 fiith consecutive vic to ry . Head oi their ncker
was Anhur Fenner oi th ... disnnguls hcd Providence
clan - so formidable and prominent , and so potent his

p ri nt~d in St,lrks, RICe, (,44-4<) PAC, r I{ ,I]S" cont.uus
'I dra il of lx -articlc dcclaruunn of right s aJ"rled hy lhe
,\ 1,Hch cunven non. William Ellery In Bcnjnrnin
H ununxtun, ,\ 1arch II, INti, Elkq -Iluntll'l):tull
Correspondence (SAL

,20 Ellen to Hunrmgron. ,\ 1arch 2/\ J nd Artl l <;, 1790. With
Fenner J t the tor ot th eir rrnl, ledn.lb, ts hoped to
secure vtcrorv for a lew o t rhcn at-lar!:c candidates for
the upper house. Thev did no t succeed , Federalists had
'ITi,(lIlally sought a coalitinn ncker wuh Fenner at the
head and some oi their men in aSSIstAnts ' 'rob, I>ut th c\
were in 01 poor harl:'linLlt,l: r .....men and Fenne r dechncd
Prov idence Cd;:clle .\brch ,27, Arlll \, l7o,l{} and
U.S. ChlOmc!c April! , 1790 lor coa linon rroposal
and Fenner's replv.

21 Sta ples . RICC (,S9--67t Hull and Sands voted wrth
anntederahsrs for adjournment ut the .\ 1atch session
Purtee disregarded specrfic mctrucnons vi ht" to wn h,
his March von- ior adroumrnent Oune rvssihly he
Ah'ellleJ hunscl f on 1\-101\ N r.nhcr tb.m A"Am defy
wrtueu msrruc uons h}' the j" ,c ml-1\ 01 PuthmVulh.



part)' , rhar tederahsts en dorsed h im ra ther th an aro use
the ire of th e country mamrity on the eve of the rat ifi­
cation convennon.w Despite this success and the
enutcdcral majority of app roximately a dozen in the
seventy-member convention , seve ral critics of th e
Constitution were beg inni ng to find their po siti on no
lon ger tenable in the face 01 in creasing pressure from
within an d without the Slate.

When the ratifying bod y reco nvene d, the Const ttu­
non's adh erems c-clcd by March ant, Benjamin Bourne
of Providen ce, and W illia m Bradf ord from the pon
town of Bristo l - pushed vigorously for acceptance,
Finally, af te r five days uf political jou st ing M r. Bourne,
in the phrase of convention secretary Da niel U pd ike ,
" moved for the grand question of adopting o r rejecting
the federal government." At 5:20 p.m. on Saturday
,\ 13.y 29, the moti on squeaked through hy 3. vote of
,l -kU,

So dose was the contest rhar <I fu ll conve ntion might
have rever-ed the decision . Three absent delega tes­
Edw ard Hull and Rav "and" represcn ung remote New
Shoreham [Block lvland] an d Iob Durfee of Portsmo uth
- ,Ippear lO have been antifcdc ml, while Coun try

Panv chieftain Daniel O wen oi Gloceste r was
preven ted from vot in)l;, except to break a t ic, as
con ven tion chairman.t !

Recalci trant Rhodl' Island 's margin nl acceptance
was narrower than that ot any other state, and she was
nne IIf only three sta te" in which dc1e.i:ales voting for
ranficanon represented fewer pe:oplc than those vonng
al:aln~t the redcral charter. But an mch wa s as good a" a
milcH Soon attcr thi s momentous acnon , the forma l

tull rantvmg and adoptmg the Consumuon was

Corner, oil Surl"", RIce, w.~ , .~'J :;, 0:;'), ('70-7J ,
RillS MSS. ,~: 1.'0 I' J hvt of Jelelo:Jte, wnh their vote"
on ra tifi ca tion ] prohablv in T h eod o re Fo~ter', handl.
AlIc,li;e:d i rr e~u l ar it i e, either in the vote or III recording
it are discussed in Sidnev S Ride r, "l li"turv ut the: Hazard
Farmlv in Rhude bl.lIld :" Book ,,\'o te' I l {I 11%1 182-111 I

.u Charles W Roll. Ir "we, Some ot the People App<lr·
uonment III th e Thmccn State Convenuon, R,lIliYlnR
the Convnrunon." Inurn<l l of AmeT!Cdll H"wry 'if, I
lIonc IYlWl ,\.1·J..I , contends that those "!I,6 per cent 01
delegates vonng Inr r;III"CaIlOn represented -l4, I per cent
of Rhode 1 ~ l and ' , population ; Ihal tho"e " .:; .7 rer ce:nt
v (llin~ a~ain,t ratlfiCalion rerre"t'nt\'d ..I " per ce:n1 of
Ihe peup le, and tha I the .:;." per cent no! \'Hung f\;rrc ·
",'nted ".5 pel celli 01 populatIon. My ti,li;llre'S on the
pt'rcentJ ge, repre,ellled art' .s4,1., 5,1,(, and 2,2 re~re c ­

lively, out my 'ldiu~ t mclHs du not altel the' validIty of
Rulh /iodi n!:, . Rhode Island ', con,'entiun was the thnd
mu,t equJlly dislTict\'J IIi the thnln'n wilh a ratio of
1.6,1. from Ihe ,ma lle~1 to Ihe: larRe"l dislrlet , Rull, l..?,

approved by the convention. This measu re also gave
assent to eleven of the twel..'e amendments proposed by
Congress and offe red twenty-one additional amend­
ments 10 the fede ral document 2J

At the June -cssron the Gen eral A!>"cmbly gave its
necessary approval to the Bill ot Righ I'>, c<,t Jhlisho:d
procedu re.. fo t the' elec tion of fede ral sena tors an d
rcprcseru auvcs, and chose Theodore Foster. m oderate
Provi de nce fede ralis t, and loscph Stanton, [r., anti ­
Icdc tal depu ty front Charlestown, as Rhod e Island's
first United Stall'S senators. Foster was the brothe r-in ­
law of Gove rnor Fenner, a fact wh ich helped hi m gai n
approbanon of the COUntry Part y. w hen Ben jami n
Bourne, J. champion oi the Constitution , won the
August comcsr lor th e state's lone scat in the House of
Represernanvcs . Rhode Island at IJst became a full
participant in the new federal U nion."

•
Although prmcipal events of lhi.~ rurbulent period

(/T(' idirly dl "CCHlIh lc , the monvcs beh ind Rhode
1"land's lonx"tcrm fJppmition and Ihen Rwdging
lIClTIltanrr of tl1l' Ccmsnunion me multiple and
complex.

Certainly the pupc r mo ney co mrovc rsv co nt r ibuted
til the state's rciccrion of the new fede ral ins trument ,
The Count ry Pa rry came to power on J pro-paper
plalfnrm in 171'\(; and this agra rian fact ion - led by

lenarhan Hazard , Ioscph Stanton , lr., Joh n Collins ,
Iub Comstock and Daniel Owen - firmly held
political po wer from M ay 17x(; until well alter rcluc­
rant ratification (If the national document in mid-1790,
Although not monnlithic, the partv was dominant and

cohesive , and maror opposi tio n 10 the Con-nruuon

2.1 Srnplcs. RICC, MIl,f>'J, f>7l. , 6.".l·S" 01 rhc twelve
amendments proposed bv Clmgres", thn~~lUmhereu ,~

through 1.? well: eventually ra tifi ed bv the req utsue
number of vtatev and became the Bill of Rll{hts,
Numbers 1 and 2 Imled to secure adopuon Th e Rhode
bland convention and Assemblv session iol1\1wll1~ Jo:.]H"

approval to eH T\' proposed amendment except 2, whuh
dealt with compcnvamm oi mernber , III Concress
Rhode b1and'~ twenty-one amendments r on srsted 01
those dratted bv the March convention ex cept i.,r Hlf!
Jealinl{ wirh the manner of ulii)in/t the tedcra l Bill 0\
RiRhts, and j.,ur adJlt ional amcndmenh Jrait\'J in Ihe
May eOOn'nllll[! "t'",ion , Sixle:en ollhe Iwenty-one
amendme:l1Is /inJlly advanct."d Iw RhOtk hl.mJ were
also ru t forw ard h.' at least one olh\'r ~t;Uc, ,",'hile fiw
were un i'lu\' I" Rhode lslan,'- Good discusswl1 oj Ih\',e
is in Bate.., 20 1-16. l'o!i, honk,lI H·1.I, Cfrs in stan ng Ihat
Ihe: March cnllvCll ti,m arproved t ..... enty-unt 'Imend·
menl S. PAC, p, (,

H C A Records lJ:7.'iVi':; Bart lell IOJI«} ·SIl
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emana ted from its ranks In Rhode Island it serve d as
an effec ti ve and o rganized vehicle of an ntederahsm.w

When the ratification process began, Rho de Isla nd
was too deeply enmeshed in the paper program to back
out , and Article I, Secnon 10 o f the fede ral document
wou ld have fo rced h.... r (()do sn . The tinaneial chaos tha t
wou ld have resulted frum abandonmcnrw of the paper
program before it had run its course would h ave made
the' eXlstlOg financial situation seem peaceful an d
orderly h~' comparison .27

William Ellerv, connncntal loan officer in Newport,
vpeculanng on possihilities of ratification, severa l
time'S exprc...sed the view that the COUntry Party would
" walt ullthey shall have completely extinguished the
State debt " benne accepting the Constitution. It was
Ellery 's conecnuon that ra t ifica t ion would not take
place bcture th c "accursed paper muncy system" had
run liS course.

There is a definite correlation bet ween pro-paper
towns and those ....·hich e..poused antifederalism.
Jackson Turncr Main , after analyzing the rat ification
stru/Q:1c on a nationwide basis, m ade the follow ing
conclusion : "Thar paper money sentiment was in some
degree a tactor in the existence oi Antifede ralism is
scarcely to be doubtcd - the Anti tedera lists drew m ore
heavily hy ia r rhan their opponents from the ranks o f
paper money advocates; however the co rrela t ion is by
no means complctc ."29 App lied to Rhode Island, this
is valid

Here annfcderuhsm and advocacy 01 paper m oney ­
thou.l: h closely related - we re nu t synonymous. Suc h

1'; Main helit"ves "superior m).":a ni:,w linn" of rhe Consmu .
non's proponent- pla ~· c d an Import an t role in their
victory. while an tifcde ral l~ l~' failure III unite was a
~i.l:n i fi c a1H lau or in their def ea t 12.'i2-.'i.l), Cordo n S.
Wood , Cre<1!iO!l of rile Americ<1n Repul>1Je, 1776-1787
{Chapel Hill, N C., 1% 91485-86. Although Main 's
obse rvanun is ).":cneraJ[y valid, the Coun try Patt y made
Rhode Island the exception 10 the rule.

16 Aband onment would have been ncccssuered hy the
fede ral provision which forbad e states to emi l bills o f
credu or to ma ke any th mg hUI gold and silver coin a
tender in payment o f debts. The thir d amendment
offered by the Rhode Island ranfymg convention sought
to bar Congress and the federal judicia ry hom in rerfe r­
inl:- " in the redemption of paper money already emi tted,
and not in circulauon, or in liqurdanng or dischargmg
the public secunues of anyone sUle." Staples,
RIc e , 678.

17 McDonald , ,\~ ,

1t1 Ellery to Hur umgeon . ,"'1;1IC h 10, 1787, Iune 1';, lulv l.I,
1789. Ellery 10 Ehcne~t"r Hazard , October 16, 17t17,
Will iam Ellery teuers [Newport Historical Society].
lam~ Madiso n obse rved of antifC'deralists in general

an eq ua t ion admi ts of too m any exceptions and
incongruim-s : (111n numerous local articles un the
Const itu t ion no one urged defeat of th e document on
the specific ground rhat it wo uld put a ~wp to paper

money 121Subsrannal m odifica t ion of legal tend er
Iearu rc ~ of the paper rnoncy act in Oc tober 17K9 did not
dramat ically d im in ish opposit ion to th e Co nsnn mon.v
13]0 1the Jdl·l:-a te, to the r a t i f~· j ng convention 01M ay
1790,62 per cent of tho ..... supporting the Constitution
borrowed paper in 17R6 - although at least one of
these , merchant loh n In nes Clark. did so to manipulate
and depreci.1tc it - while 63 per ce nt of those delega tes
who voted to reicct pa rncipared in the emission of '8il .
[-I I Only one of thirty-t wo anufedcral delegates had
takcn advantage of pm\'i<;ions of the currency act to

force settlement of a private debt w ith paper.u

151 Although the same towns and individuals who
Iavored paper money also oppo~d th e Constitution,
a comparison of the vote on the Constitutional referen­
dum with VOles for COUntry Paper candidates in 1786
and 1787 " seems 10 indicate th at th e sentiment aga inst
the Constitution was not iceably greater than the
normal stTen.l:th nf the Cou ntry Paft )·."u

In Ii!,:ht of these considera tions we m us t identify
other facto rs in ad dition to the currency co ntroversy tn
understand adequately the in te nsi ty of Rh ode Island 's
antifede rali sm . Ad diti onal economic mot ives for the
s ta te's res ista nce arc stmn!': ly in evidence "lost
impo rtan t o f th ese was fea r that exorbitant ta xes on
land and polls would he levied by the new na tio nal
govern me nt to pay public de bt and "huih" salanes of

that "Ihe re..1obrccr of their zea l" was to main ta in "the
su pre mncv of State Lc).":is latures" in u nler 10 engage in
prim ing pape r money .md violate COllu aCIS under co ver
of law"Rob ert A. RUlLlI1d, (l Td,'al of lhe Conm lllt!OI1.'
An lifl'dcmlil rl (lI1e! th e R<lliflca lJ{)/J St ruggle of 1787·
1788 (No rman, Okla., 1% 61 Ill.

29 Main, 2(,9·70 Conversely. McDonald asserts th at those
towns con' ti t utin~ the bloc opposed to paper mo ney or ,
more precisely, leaders who induced their communit ies
10 reiec e the paper scheme, forme d the hanl core of the
,i:roup which endorsed the Consututton (3381. Charles
Carroll asse rts that " the align men t in Rhode Island
was . .. tu wn-epecie-fede ralist vs. coun try- paper­
an nfeder ahst." Rhode /,</and : Th ree Centuries 01
Demul·/<lcy (New York . 19.11) 1:397.

30 Bishop, Ui·2S .

"11 Bishop,.U McOon.lId, ,14.J-44 , BIshop compares lodge
money nonce, in the press with names of those ....ho
voted in the consti tut iona l referendum of March 1788
HIS anal)"sIS reveals Ihat "only 70 or approximately 3%
of the 2,2Vi freemen voima a"ainst the Consmunon had
dischal"tJ even one debt in paper money, while 11 or
1% of the opponents 01 the Consmunon were victims of
the same paper money renders." The number 2,236 IS
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federa l o fficia ls. Unprecedentcd and burdensome st.nc
tax es on land we re in la rge measure res pons ible for rbc
pape r mon ey emission, and landholde rs' dr ead of
sim ilar fede ral taxes was to a co nsiderable exten t
responsible for Rhode Island's oppos it ion to the new
federal union ,

This ap prehension was ev ide nced by th e se rious
attention the question of direct taxes on lan d and polls
received in the M arch 1790 convention. It i., fu rther
exhibited in th ree amendmen ts {7, 8, and 91 proposed
and ap proved by that co nvent ion In suggested Amend ­
men t 7, Rh od e Isla nd joine d N ew Yor k in u rgin g thai
" no capi tation or poll tax shall ever be la id by
Congress ;" in Amendment IS she joined six sister states
by req uesung a prohiburon on the laying of direct taxes
except after tail urc of a fede ral requisit ion upon th e
srates , an d in proposed Am end ment 9 lon e of five
un ique 10 Rhode I.,LlOd l th e Sla te - as an in suran ce
measure - recommended tha t "Congress shall lay no
direct taxes, with ou t the asse nt o f the legisla tures of
th ree-fou rths of the sta tes in th e Uninn " 3J

Professor Bishop concludes that of the economic
reasons lor Rhode Islan d's reluctance to adopt the
Constitution " it would appear that a fea r of heavy
taxes on land an d po lls probably in flue nced more voters
th an an y other single economic fac tOT UM T h is contcu ­

nu n seems accurate.
Perha ps Iab ea Bowen , a leading fede ralis t, former

deputy governor. summed u p the situation as we ll as
Jny comemporarv in the foll owing letter to Ge orge
w ashi ngton :

based upon the vote in 24 of the .'IO towns; in the other
six commurunes the name'S01 the Villers were not
recorded . Stap les, etcc.591

,12 Bishop . 29·J2.

J3 Staples . Rice , 67';} , Bates (2(»1 erruncuusly st.IlCS tha t
required assent for ame ndment 9 ....as two-thirds.
Aversion of Rhode b land antifederah~ts rc direc r I.IU­

tion was ....ell-known to con rernpcranes. On the eve of
the March 17':JO convent ion Massachu sett s Senator
Fisher Ames urged Welcome Arnuld In assur e the
"Anti's" that th ey had no cause "to fear direct assess­
mcn ts by the Ll.S. fnr it cannot be expected that the
landed inte rest, ....hich predominates in Congress. ..... 111
abuse this sou rce of raxanon." Ames to Arnuld, Feb, 20,
1790. W. Easton Lounu Collecuon. [ohn Hay Uhr.H) .
Bm ..... n Umvcrsuv.

.14 Bishop, 35<16. Mcljunald 1M';}) asserts tha t "economic
posnhlhnes uf independent status were enormous. The
most rmpor tam of such poten tia ls was smuJO;:linR to
ct rcurnvent payment of Unued Stat" import du ties ,"
McDnna ld ci tes an article by "Charlestoniensis"-;
....·cwpmt N"rI1MNove mbe r 10, 1711'1- wh ich sUVJ:e~ lcd

that an ind ependent Rhode Island might become anot her
St. Eustanus (Dutch island in the West Indies that

111ba Bowen. a leadln;( (dew/i) !.

I",m d copy In IlIHS LII,,",y.

The Towns of .'lJewpoTt. Pro\'idencc , Bristol ere. with
the whole Mocantile inure.sr In th e orher T owns in the
Stcrc ore Federal. while the Formers in ;(eneral are
agoln.st it. Thei r opposition arllcs prlnci poJJy from their
being much III Debt. from tllC Im intw tiom of wickeJ
and de~igniog Men rhor the y willlo(J_\ e their Uberty in
oJopung tt . thul the Sdllery.\ of th e National Officers
LIre so very high that it will take th e whole of the
Aloney Collected by tIre fmpOlt to poy thelll . [but t/le

served as a base fO I smuRl:ling into British and French
Wt SI lndieal. Althou,;h Rhode Islanders W C'Il: not above
such a pract ice an d cen ain naucna l leaders feared this
devclopnu-m, this constderauo n ptr yed a minor rule at
best in Rhode Island's anu tederalie m One finds it
difficulr to unagin e tha t residents of non .mercannle,
aj(rarian Charlestown or any other countr town would
have become gcnuinely enthused over the sta le's
pc rential for smu,Q\ling. Th ose whu would reap the
greate st henefits from thi s practice were port towns
which supported ratificat ion. Further, these seaports
indicated in numerous public declarauons their fear ul
being treated com mercially as a foreign nation.
Providence Town Meeting Records 7 1 1 78.J- 1 ~1 !4Q.4\.
1 -l6· ·"~, 158-60 tCily Clerk's Ofhcel . Country Pany leader
[unarhan Haza rd predic ted tha t the sla te w" uld benefit
ccnnomicnlly from Independent sta tus. i'olishook
summarizes Hazard's con ten tions -"Flee from th e \'okc
of inh ibning lariffs, Rhode Island would sell foreign
arucles ' lor a song' and become the erutepor of
commerce 10 North America If the Umred States
anempred to int erdict thIS trade . Rhode Islanders
were adept at the ancie nt 'III of s mul1.ll:lin~" (19J -9-l).
Haznrd's arguments seem fur- fet ched ;lIld prohilbly had
lill ie impact,
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Inti'fe~t cJ p rillciple of the Genera/Debt must be raised
by Dry Toxaticm 011 Red] £,tatcs, etc.J 5

There were ingredients in Rh ode lela nd 's antifed eral ­
ism in addition to those of an eco nomic nature . Rowen
spoke of rhe loss of "Hhertv," which seemed to many
a necessary consequence of ra tificat ion. Consider at ion
of this pervasive belief brings us into the sphe re of what
might be termed po litical, phi losophic, or ide ologica l
moti vations for Rh ode Islan d 's est rangemen t fro m the
propnved federal union, and these motives were of
great and perhaps transcendent im port ance.

Rhode Island had a long tradition of indivi dua lism,
separatism, democracy, and hherry bot h civil and
religious ; it possessed a long-standing dis trus t of
government too far removed from the people. Its
cherished political va lues we re allegedly th rea te ned by
the new Constitution , Ironica lly its concern for those
values had been awakened, in vigorated, an d he ighte ne d
by the recent , merca ntile-inspired campaign against the
impost, The specter of an omnipotent na tional govern '
ment raised hy the merchants in the early 80s to defea t
the impost hill still haunted the imaginat ion of many

freemen."
Rhode Island had an auachmcnr to popul ar co ntrol

of guvcrnrncnt and to wha t one historia n h,ISte rmed
"democratic localism.:"? These prin ciples wer e not
endangered hy the Article s of Confederation to wh ich
the state readily assented The amcles gave the peopl e
of a state - or more precisely their legi-la rure - close
control over delegates to Congress. Under co n fcdc ra­
rion members of Congress were annua lly appointed in
a manner pn-sctibcd by state legislatures, were sub ject
tIJ recall, and were paid by their respective sta tes,
Under the ;.trticles , as in Rhode Island , the executive
was weak and the legislature supreme. The art icles,
of course, ex,jlted state sovereignty . In all important

3;'; December 1;, 17K9, V' JC lIlJ]t'n fllr.\' III \teor.\' pf th e
C"Il ,tltl!lI1>11 eoi tl1l' fJrlll l'<lSlill l" IW'I"hin,!:wn, J) C,
J8W·!9U; 1 ;.126, hereufrer cited DHC.

,~6 A bv-product of the merchant-led carupaiun 117KJ -KSI
was persistence of public opinion ho,tile to or at 1t,lst
suspicious of every attempt In increase powers of
central government. Pmfcssor Bishop has called this
feeling - variously described .IS stutes' rightism, indi­
vrduahsm. scparausm and democracy - " the chid result
01 the extensive propngandn campaign a,!:'llll 't the
Impost." He cunrends that "voters who had been led to
beheve that the small increase 111 t he powers or
Congress cOlltemplated hy the Continental lmpovt W,ls
a threat lU democrac y and hhcr ty were certain to reject
the Fede ral Constitution" Ip. lUI. It should he empha ­
sized, howe vet, that merchants ' prupauandu merely
intensified and invigOl;l1cd pohucul senti ments oj
Rhode Islanders. espccinlly those in .rgricultural !OW11'.

civil mat ters Co ng ress was de pendent upo n vu lu nt ary
compliance of sta te legislatures to ca rry out it s recom ­
mendations, and ap proval of a ll sta tes was necessary to

amend our in flex ib le flrst fra m e of government.
T h is system was rejected by the Consti tutio n in w ays

too fam ilia r to en ume ra te, and Rhode Island dis ­
app roved of the ch ange. Some of her speci fic ob jections
were con ta in ed in tw enty-one amendmen ts offered by
the state's rat ifying convention . They revealed a deep
suspicion of the ne w centr al es tablis h men t - a suspi­

cion that ha d bee n in creased by th e failur e of th e
pro posed constit ution to contain a bill of righ ts.

Rhode Island 's first suggested am en dment requested
a guarantee to each state of i ts sov ereignty and of every
powe r not express ly delegat ed to the United States by

the Cons titution; amendment I a t tem pte d to limi t
fede ra l interference in a sta te's co nduct of con gress ional
ele ct ions; amen dment 12 prohi bited as "d angerous to

lib ert y" sta nding arm ies in time of peace ; am en dments
13 an d 14 calle d for a tw o-thirds vote of th ose prese nt
in eac h hou se to borr ow mon ey on th e credit of th e
United Sta tes or to declare wa r, whil e ame n dment 18
sub jected senators to recall and replace me nt by th eir
state legi slatures.

So fearfu l wa s Rhod e Island that th e n ewl y-cr eated
fede ral sys te m would develop beyon d control that it

offered a unique am endment 4 wh ich wo ul d have
req uired all cha nges in the Co ns titu tion after 1793 to

recei ve consent of eleven of the thirteen origina l states.
Rh ude Island , of course, supported those Congressional
am endments wh ich even tually became the Rill of
Righ ts:18

Th e General Assembly in an officia l communication
lU Congress on September 19, 1789 quite adequately
and acc ura tel y exp ressed th e ideologica l basis of the
state's an ufederalis m :

ArpC;11s In dcmoc racy. libcrtv, and -t.ucs rightism
invoked 'Igalll, t the impost would ncvee h.rve been
uttered if the majority of Rhode lsl.mdcrs did not
chensh these ideals. nor would such atxumcnts h.rve
been so warm ly embraced or enduring m their irnp.n-r.

,~7 Pnlishook,17·1H

'\X Surles, RICe. 67i'!-Ko. Amendment I W.l' 1''''1''''''..1 hv
five uthrr states; Amendment 1 by six; Amendment .i bv
Rhude lsl.md ,110ne , AmcnJmctll l2 by tour ;lddl!'011 :1J
suncv, Amendments 1.\ , l-t, and H\ bv one other ,
N ew York, Bates. 202-03 . l wo proposed amendments
were defeated in the March convennon. One would
have prohibited the central government from choosing
,IllY officials iormerly ;tPI'"intcJ by th<.' ,t;l te; the "thtl
l'alltd for use of wealth rather than l'"pulali"n 'ISa h ,lSl'

fur <.iHCL't taxation I'rm'j,lcuet, G'IZ('tll' , March 13, 17YO.

39 Letters from the Covcruor of Rhode b lan d .. :77,
Staples, succ. 62J-2.t
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The people of thi s State from its first .~elt/ement have
been aaustomed and s trcmg/y auached 10 a democratic
form of government . They have viewed in the new
Con.HitutiorJ an approach , though perhaps bur .~mal/,

IOward that/orm of guvernment hom which we have
larely di.~solved our con nection at 50 much hazard and
expense ol /i/e and treasure . We are .~ emible of rlle
extremes 10 whIch democratic governments are some­
umes liable, _m meth m g o f whrrh we have larely
experienced, bur we esteem rhem temporary and
penial e\·,h cumpored wlIh th e /os.~ of liber/y and the
righr.s o f a free peoplt:,YJ

This was not mere rhetoric . IUSI as Rhode Islanders
were quick to protest alleged abridgement by England

or their individual and collective freedom. so did they

resrst anticipated cunailment of their "liberty" an d

autnnomy by the founding fathers . Self-determinanon
in late erghteenth-ceruurv Rhode Island was a way of

life, and no portion of it would beeasily su rrendered,

as the contest over ratification dra mancally revealed .

Another formidab le factor contributing to the
strength of the sid le 's anr ifederalism W.15 the strong

hosnhrv which pervaded the state towa rd slavery.

Intense among Rhode Island's sizable Quake r

cumm uniry, this attitude W ;lS sha red by others as well ,
pe rh a ps to atone for past s ins.

Ann-slavcrvin, realized tha t the Philadelphia

convcnuon had compromised on slavery, and they

were aware that the Co nstuunon th rice gave implied

assent to the insrnunon through clauses on representa­
tion, fugitives, and th e stave trade. In pa rt icular, the

rwcntv-vear prohibition on fcdcrallcgrv la uon han ni ng

foreijl;n slave tr affic was a concession too great for
many Rhode Islanders to accept.

On ly five week s fo llowing ad journrnent of the

Phila delp hia conclave, the Asscrnblv pa ssed an act -

·10 GA Records U Jl<,1·21 .I\<Htletl 10 ,1(,2. Elizabeth
Donn.m."AI:lLllllHl 'll:ainsl S!;IVC TraJo.: in Rhode [sLim!,
17".1· r700, " /', '/wcuri"n <In<i LJI'oly E\"IY~ W /-{ofwr 01
G,.orX" LfIl<oln /lUff [New York, 19.111 . /'rovltit'ncc
GaUlt<' On (' , I .~ and NflV 1J, 17R7.

.11 M.1Ck Thornl's"n , M"" l.'" BlOwn ' Rl"IUC!dlll R,.{(,rm{'r
{Chapel Hill, N .C , 1% 21 U9-.1,I . Moses Brown to I S3 a~'

lawton , lacob MOil , Sampson Sherman IIr all)' uthcr
Fnend, 10 whom the~' may think proper to communi ­
care, FehrU;H)' J , I NO, MoM" Ihowil Papers. 80\ 12
Au,un Collcuion, RIHS llhrary A reaction tn the
Coustjrunon pcrhaps t)'pleal of local Quaker sennmcnr
wa~ c\pre"ed h~' wrlham Retch 01 Nantucket to
Most.'\> lltown, November 8,17"7 "Thou queries how
ITlcnd, can b\" active: In e:~tahhshlO.i: Ihe nc"," form 01
.l:nvernment wh ich $I.) mUl:h favors sla\·t:ry as to m~'

own ran , my he:an ha, heen often pamed ,mce rhe ruh·
Iication 01 the: dnm.l:~ utthe: Con\'entlon , and much
dlsaPJ'l:'IO ICJ I am , a' I h;lJ enterlame:J wme hurl"' Ihar

in it iated by infl uential and irrepressible Quakers

- prohibiting any Rhode Isla nd cit ize n from cnaagtng
in the slave trade. In vigorous language th is statute

termed the nefario us u affie " inconsisten t w ith jus t ice,

and the principles of h umanity, as well as the laws of

na ture, and that more enhgh tened and civ il ized sense
oi freedom which has o f la te prcva i led."~ A co nst itu­

tion which gave temporary protection to this trade was

nOI an instrumen t III be warmly embraced,

Thus, the state's ann-slave conungent look ref uge in

anti federalism and, during c ritical 1790, this connection

nearly thwarted rauficanon Fort una tely some aboli­

tionist leaders began 10 see the difficulties inherent in

Rhode Island's conunued rejection of the Consrtrunon
Despite some init ial misgivings, influential Quaker

_~1nsesBrown of the famous rncrcarmle family embraced

the federalist cause. Early in 1790 he toured the sta re
talking with Friends at va rious monthly meetings in an

attempt W overcome their opposition. His campaign
seems to have mel with limited success, but ann-slave
obiecnon, to the Constitution - enunciated by such
zealots as Samuel Hopkins of Newport - were by no

means dispelled when rhc Much scssson of the
convention as-embled.'!

AI rh t, South Kingsto wn meeti nR slavery engendered
much discuscion and deba te. The slave trad e provision

01 the Convnrunon provoked such opposition that an

amcn dmen r 17 was specifically proposed and approved
which ex horted Co ngress to ba r. the traff ic irnmedi­
urclv. Rhndc Isla nd ""as the on ly sta te to suggest suc h
an amendmen t du ring the rat ifica t ion Strugglc.~l

Some local oppunerus of ~Iavery doggedly main­

tamed th e ir ,mt ifcJcra lism until the end . When the

Provid ence Ann[itioll Society - founde d in February

17H9- received it s cha rte r from the stare I II June 1790,

the l i ~t lJf incorpor.uurs revealed thnt te ll " f it s signe rs

~lI rn.ntv wi\,' men would havc formed ",me vvstem 01

I:tl\'"rnmClH fuunded on cquuv ;HId jucnce. . whatever
high encurmums are .L:IYo.:l1 til It uhc Consmunonl, it is
CVIJt'1l! to mt' !lUI it i, lounJt:J "11 slaverv and that is
on blood." iniJ.,noxl. SamuelHopkins to Muses Brown
On, 22, 17M7. Mows Ilw wn Papers IRIHS Librnrv l.
EIiZ3!,,·th Donnan. ed /) (JcunW/ll' l/Iu,'IWlIVt' ,>i Ih{'

III,/m,>, ul r1lr'~ I.IV<' Tt, ,,f.. /() Amt't/ UI IWashin;;wn ,
D C 1<,1~· .F. 1 , HV,2 Samucl l-iorkL05. \\-'rork\. t:J,
E A rark II'hlla<td r h id, IM:;'lll 119·127, Two recent
vtudre-, ..... hrch revea l the vehement ann-slave sennmcru-,
nl thiS oUh["oken C'"1.L:rl'.l:3twndhsr clcrgvrn an an'
DaVid 5 L"\'CI()~ . "Samuel H"rkin" RcliJ1,inn , Slavery.
;InJ the Rcvulunon .' S ,'w Enx /and OutJrln l~' JO,!
[lune 1%71217--t ~ ;InJ \)a\"IlJ I:. ~wlil. ·Samucl Horkin\
Cah'inl" Sod.)1 ("tllllelo LO EI.L:htccnth CelltuT)
r-: ...w England ." IUU1nlll o f Prr n" lt:rfan H r ~lOJr\' .17
IMarch 1%<,1] H -S-t

-t2 Cotner. n·1(, surl~ RiCe. 6-t~--Jlj

•
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we re members of the May ra t ifying co nvention. Anti­
slavervues included preside nt D aniel O we n and
antifederal floo r leaders Josep h Sta n ton , Ir., and lob
Com stoc k. Only three of these ten abol itio nis t delega tes
voted to accept the federal document on M ay 29.4..1

Finally, Rhode Island's hO'i.tility to wa rd the Unio n
was conditioned in parr by the U nion's hostili ty to
Rhode Island. Since the days of Roger Williams­
when Rhode Island was dubbed a m oral sewer by he r
haughty Puritan neigh bors - the state h ad bee n
sub ject ed to ab use of outraged foreigners. In th e 1780s
attacks from w ithout reached u nprecedented proper­

tions. Beginning with Rh ode Island 's ini ti a l rej ection o f
the impost and co ntin uing through th e paper money
er a, the sta te and its ci tizens were su bjec ted to an
endless str eam of in ....ect ive . Rhode Island newspapers
of the day were repl ete wi th ver bal barbs reprinted
lrom distant presses. Harsh ac t ions and words of
condescending foreign critics we re most di stressing to
Rhode Isla nders.

The confede ration Co ngress a ttempted to unseat
Rhode Isla nd delegate David Howell for his strenuous
opposition to the impost. After the paper mo ney issue
the state was caricatured as the "q uin tessen ce of
villainy" and the Treven-Wecden affai r b rought

further opprobrium.
During the consti tution-making process federalists

took Rhode Island to task. From the outset - when
the MLlssachuseus Sent inel described Rhod e Island's
absence from th e Grand Convention as a " joyous
rather tban a grievious " circumstance - to th e end of
the rat ifica tion st ruggle - whe n some proposed her
dism ember men t and absorption by surround ing states

- Rho de Isla nd en dured repeated insu lt . Even

_B GA Records 13:75:1-61. Bartlett 1O :J82-85. Comer (:=.01
and McDonald !-\451 incorrectly ~y eight ron vcnnon
delegates were charter members of the Providence
Aboluion Society. AClUalJ)' delegates Daniel Owen,
lam es Sheldon , Ioseph Stanton, [ r., [ohn Sa)'les, John
wrlhams. Noah Mathewson , loh Com stoc k, John S.
Outer, Levi Ballou , and Bemam .n Arnold srgned the
che n er. Only the last thr ee, however . voted to accept
the: Co n sm u uon. A recent work whi ch em phasizes the
importance of slav ery in the Consutuu on-ma km g
process i5 Sl.Iughton Lyn d, CIa" Cunl1/C1. $/averr. lind
fhe Unlled SMfes Coes uruuon [Indranapohs. 1967]
15..\-21-\ lame... F, Reill)" , "Providence Aholmon Soctew,"
Rh"d.,rddn d HIstory 21:2 (Ar ril l% 21.\'\· .\11

te mperate James Ma dison ex claimed in exaspe ra t ion,
" Noth ing ca n exceed the wickedness and foll y which
continue to ru le the re. All se nse of character as well as
of right have bee n obliterated ,"

Mos t eloquent censure of all came from Connecticut ,
from the pens of a foursome who later joined a group

of literati known 305 the " Con nect icut Wit s." Thei r
con tributio n to Rh ode Island 's litany of shame was a
long poetical satire entitled " An archiad , 17U-1 787."

Hail! realm of rogueSt renownd for fraud and guile ,
All hail: ye knnv'nes o f yon lillie ide.
There pmwls the rascal , c1oth'd with legdl pow'r,

To snare the orphan, and the P00f devour;
The ctllflY knave his creditor nese ts,
A nd adve rtising papet peys Ins de/H.I;
Rdnkrupt.~ their creditors with wge pu rsue,

No stop. no mercy from the deb un crew.
Arm'd wtrh new tests, the hcens'd villain bold.
Presents his bil/s, and robs them of th eir gold ;
Their eats , though rogues and cnumerieners Ime .
No legal robber [eats fhe gallows noose.

&Jch weekly print new h SLSof cheaLSproclaim.s,
Proud to enroll their knav'nes and their namcs ;
The wiser race, the snares of ILlW to sh un,
Uke tor from Sodom, from Rhode Island lun.,l.l

Suc h de risive epithets caused ange r an d resentmen t.
They produced a handing together of citizenry,
especially in the co untry tow ns , against ou tsi de agita­
tors, Federali sts won few friends in Rhode Island with

their ab usive urades."

·U For the: con rro versv surrounding the attempt to expel
Howe:lI, Surles. RICC, .\75,4l ll, On Rhod e: I..IJnJ's
teacnon 10 New York edito r Francts Chrlds article,
"O umressence of Villainy," Staples. RICC, 579·82,
especially lames M Varnum and Peleg Arnold 10
Governor George Clinton, Arril7, 1787. ,\l aI"-lchuw tt .•
Senuntl·.~ remarks are: in Chmon Rossiter , 1787' T h t
G rllnd Co nven lion IN !.' ... Yotk 19M1 148·9 Madison's
statement from a lener of April 2, 17117 appea rs in
Clarence 50 , Brigham. HUfOry of th e .~ falt' of Rhode
hla nd and Providence Plant lltlon , [Providence, 19021
261 On "Anarchiad," Abe C Ravitz , " Anarch in Rhude
Island ," Rhode h lond Hl.lfor y 11:.\ [Oc tober 1952]
11 7·2.\
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Rhode Island's opposition to the Constitution
stemmed pr imarily from adh eren ce to the paper mon ey
pro}':ram. aversion to direct taxation. attachment to
"liberty" and princip les o f direct dem ocracy , detesta ­
tion of slcvery. and adverse reaction to " foreign "
crit icism , For a lime th c$e onstade$ seeme d insu perable .
Coumervailmg forces even tuaJJ y and fortuitously
produced a tenuous lTiumph for tIle cause of federali sm .

Severa l of these forces were operative from the
inception of the controversy, others developed gradu­
ally as tides of change left Rhode Island high and dry
outside the Union. From the outset, existence within
the state of cominental loan office certificates in the
face amount of $S24,()(X) provided an important source
of support for the new, prospectively more stable and
fiscally respons ible government. M ajor repositories for

these sec u ri tie s and for federalism were Providence and
N ewpon."

Ratifi cation would benefit not only those private
credito rs of the national government who held these
certificates, but a number of coastal towns as well.
Exposed communities such as Newport, Middletown,
Portsmomh, Jam esto wn , Tiverton, Little Compton,
Bristol and W arren held substantial claims aga inst the
United States for war damages. Newport, M iddletow n
and Portsmouth had audited claims amoun ting to
$719 ,280 out of a state total of $899,100. Establi shm en t
of a government with effective taxing powe r would

enhance their chances for compensa tion, but it appears
from the slow conversion of these communities -

4S McDonald 13J 8) also believes that outside criticism
str engthened Rhode Island's antifcdcrubsm. A simila r
reaction to "foreign" agitators occurred in th e ante­
bellum South.

46 McDonald, J 26. E. James Ferguson. Power of the Pur -e
Hi-ltory of American I'uh/ic Finllnce, 1776-1790 [Chapel
Hill. N,C., 1961) 280-82. Seventy -one per cent of the
total federal debt held in Rhode Island was owned by
cit izens in these two communities.

47 McDonald, 326, 337-38. In an Assembly-aut horized town
referendum in October 1789, the Bay communities of
Portsmouth, Middletown and Jamestown were still
opposed to calling a ratifyin,l; convent ion. Jamestown's
freemen voted "against choosing a Convent iun for
adopting the ncw federal government " Book of Town
Records J 11744-1796133.3 (Town Clerk' s OIIke).

Newport and Bristol excepted - th at the claims were a
peri phe ral rather than decisive considerarion .v

The mercantile community had also come to rea lize
the importance of unified national control over inter­
state and foreign comme rce . Prolif era t ion of in terstate
tariffs an d failure of confederation diplomats to secure
commercial treaties with such important nations as
England and Spain because of the "imbecility" of the
Articles in the area of commercial regulation would be
remedied by the new Constitution. Effective central
direction an d encouragement of com merce, merchants
felt , would enhance the state's economy and their
personal fortunes as well."

Finally, ra t ificat ion presented the pr ospect of a
protective tariff to the sm all but growing an d infl uential
class of mechanics and incipient industrialists who
were concentrated mainly in Providence. In spring 1789

the newly -created Providence Association of Mechanics
and Manufacturers appointed a committee of corre­
spondence to dispatch circular letters to similar groups
in other states lamen ting Rhode Island's obstruction ism
and expressing an " anxious desire and fervent prayer
that th is Stat e may speed ily take measures to be
reunited under the Federa l Head and thereby enjoy the
benefits of that Covemmem.rw The principal
" ben efit " which they sought was a protective tariff to

encou rage the state's infant in dustr ies.
As of March 17l.'ll.'l - these econom ic facto rs

notwithstanding - the only federalist communities
were Providence, Newport , and Bristol, principal sea ­
ports, plus th e coastal town of Littl e Compron.s'

Certain developments in 1789 and 1790 gradually
swung th e Bay towns of Portsmouth, Middletown ,

Ti verton , Jamestown , Warren, and Barrington in to the

48 On the importance to federalists of uniform regulation
of commerce sec May 1789 petit ion to General Assemhly
signed by over 500 Provide nce residents, Staples,
RICe, 6 [R-20

49 Records of Providen ce Association of Mechan ics and
Manufa cturers [ 11789-1794121-32 (RIHS Library] For a
similar stan ce taken bv New York City's mechani cs
sec Lynd. ]2[·32.

50 Bristol and Little Compton supported th e Constitut ion
in the March 1788 referendum, the former by 26 to H
and the latter by 63 to S7, Staples. RICC. 59U. Sec also
Little Compton's instructions to her deputies in
January 1788, PAC, p. 56. Nicholas and John Brown
correctly observed that "the seaport towns are truly
desirous of joini ng the General Government" to Richard
Henry Lee, May I, 17119, John Brown Papers,
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Advoalfe 01 rauiicxnion was lohn caner. publi"her oi
Ihe Pro vidence Gazette.

federal camp T h ey we re ioined by w esrerlv, m in or

ron and shipbuilding to wn on rh c sourhwestem coast.

<; 1 Cumberland's importan t shipburldmg was maugu ta ted
in ear ly IN O, Earl ier the rown had produced naval
~wrl·S . espeda lly pitch. Richa rd M Hayles, ed., fh.w>ry
,,/ I'wv"ll'm:e County. Rh"d(' hlllnJ [New York. 189\1
2 ,Hf., 2·n , Sidney S, Ridrr , "Developmen t o i Consntu ­
tionn l Cevemmenr in Rhod e Island," MS,. 16 :2,64 ,14
IRIHS Lihuryl, has contended th at convennon delegate
lobn Bruwu of Hopkin ton .... 'IS a rcl,lIive of the prumi­
ncnt I'rovt dcnce me rch a nts Rider is also of rhe belief
that rhe division in Rhode Island WdS bet wee n
"maritime" and "agnculrural" towns Hopkin ton and
Cum hetland to wn mecnng record, gtve no indica nun
wh~' these communities defected In the federalis t camp .
On Westcrlv see Freder ic OI;OIson. \\ 'e,urly and it­
WWle"rl [Pro vid ence, 1818) 141 , 180

S2 Staples . RICe. 612·7 ,l Besides Warwick. the on ly sl'lit
Jelellallon was Portsmouth whose: VOle ...·as twO fot
aduptum . one for rejection , one ahscO! Ponvmourh's
postnon is petplexme. In the 111h, referendum ann­
Iederahvrs had a margin of 60 to 12. The town contained
a relatively large number of Quakers ...-hose anti-slave
scnumcne perhaps explains the Co nsnr uuon's slu ....
hcadwa~ ' there, despi te the town's S\V.,';.'IOclaim 101
....ar dama,:C'I In 17'X1 ."'o"-Cs Bro....n concent rated his
pro-Convntuuon C;lmpal,l:n there and he .....ems 10 have
had some success, because the to .... n meetlOR instructed
the four-ma n Portsmouth deleaauon to eaufv . Despite
instluttions [oh Dorice declmed ro at tend and Giles
Slocum cast a nellatn'C vote Sta ples. RICC. '>'XI, 670·72

Surpnsmglv . Hopkin to n , West erl y 's adjacent but

In te nor neighbor to the north , made J, Iasr- m m ure
swnch 10 fede rali sm as did inland but vhipbutlding
C u mberland in the stare's north easte rn co rneL,1

Wa rw ick , a tou r-vote town on the uppe r Bay h ad its

delegation evenly split o n raufi canon in the May 1790
convenuon.v

Among Iac ro rs accounting for dow a t tr ition in ant i­

federal ranks co uld be li sted the fo llowing :

(II Incessantlabors of th e fede ralist p ress d ra matized
the need for union. Notable prop agandists wer e

Bennett Wheel er's United Sretes Chronicle (P ro vi­

dence], John Can e r's Providence Cazeue. and Pet er
Edcs' Newport Herald.!>.l

121 Rhode Isla nd felt increa singly isolated as the
inexorable ratification movement toppled opposition in

state after Mate . George Wash ington's snub o f Rhode

Isla nd during his triumphal New England tour in the

fall of 1789 e m phasized it s ost raci sm . Isolation was
furth er accentuated - and Rhode Island wa vered

markedly - after North Ca ro li n a ca pitula ted in
N o vembe r 1789.501

131 Propo sal by Congress o f a Bill of Rights co u pled

with the sta re's subm ission of its ow n amendme n ts
gav e the federalist ca use a pe rcep t ib le li lt and de prived

the " A ntis" of form idable o biection.u

(41 T he prest ige an d in legti ty of new fede ral o fficia ls ,

es pecia lly President W ash ington . lessened fea rs a nd

T hom pson . 241·41, ." cD" nald, \H \.1 \ . In divided
Warwick 97 freemen had lIU1eJ aj;alllst c.alh ng the
convcnuon and 10l\ had supported us convening.
War.... Ick To wn Mcet in" Recordv 1I776· 179Sl lanuarv y
and 12, 1790 (RIHS Librmvl.

.'i,l These journals. al though hi;lsed. arc tin' [ulh-xt sou rce
for the ranficanun strugjrlc

54 fohn C. Fitzpatrick, cd , DI<lFIl" of (;/"rJrSc W,II!lin:;::ton,
174R·/7'J9I Nc w Yor k, 19! .'i 14;l O-.'i 1 Ellcrv to Huuting­
ton. Decem ber 12, I7IN, mcnuon-, the ImllK t of Nonh
Cnmhna's ranficannn a~ d"l;s l'ctcr Edvs tn the
"',,\'\-'prm H"ulld. Ian 21,1790, and labez Bowen,
nHC.'i :126.

.".'i Ellery to Huntington, Ma\' 10. tone 1<; . lu ll' 13 and
September K. 17"9. N ewpmt .\-It·fl·llry. la nu..rv 28. PI'lA
Linda Grant De pau w " Anuchmax of Anntederalism
Abomve Second Cnnvcnnon Movemen t. 171\8·1'l9 ."
Prolo~1T1' 2 :2 (F.tl l. 19701 105{),;

"wS Thompson, 242. \ ...·;lshin,flOn ·s electron did much 10
quiet Rhode Island's tealS C"nl'er~h' , hIS hy-pass of
rhc state wa~ a source "j emharravsment On
Washin~ton'sinfluence see also lohn Brown et 011. 10
GeOI,l:e WashinRlOn . [une 10, 1790, Olney Pape rs I·n
IRIHS Library ].

'>7 Providence To wn Mectlllll Recor ds 7 (l78..l · \8().t) 169-70
T his move had been in the mak in,f for some tim e. Ellery
to Huntin gton . Arr il l " . .\1.ay 14, 17l'l9 , Ma rch e, Arri l
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suspic ions harbored toward the new govern men ta l
sys te m. Moses Brown persua sively argued that the
nature of gov ernment would depend more upon th e
caliber of men se n t III adm in ister it than on th e

Consmuuo n itself.56

[51 A severe jolt wa s del ivered to an ti federalists
wh en Providence th reaten ed to secede un less Rh ode
Island join ed the U n ion. This d rasti c hut we ll­
co ns ide red step -proposed on M ay 24- was embodie d
in ins tr uct io ns to th a t town's con ve nt ion delega tes .
If the Cons titu tion wa s re jected or a dec is ion unduly
delayed, Providence de lega tes wer e em powered to meet
with th ose from Newport and other in te res ted to wns to
discus-.. means by wh ich pro-Constitut ion com mu nities
could apply to Congress "for th e same privileges and
protection wh ich a re affo rded to the towns u nder th eir
iuriMiiction."s7

[6) Proposed assumption of state debts apparently
induced a few Rh ode Island ers to advocate adoption.
Some ci t izens could and did be nefit from such a fed eral
program , II was argu ed by severa l sh rewd Rh ode
lvlanders that assumption would en able th em to
receive payment for th ei r sta te secur ities a second time.
This co u ld be accompli shed if the Assemhl y would
enac t a law se tt in g up a scale of depreci at ion on the
paper money, decla ring th at because of th i.. deprecia ­
t ion only a pa rt o f the debt had been pa id , and
retu rning th e "unredeemed" po rtion 01 th e sta te

17, .\l ay .\ , Mav II , 1790; and Hunnngttm to Ellery.
Mav 8, 1790. On April 17 Ellery asked Hun nneron ii am'
secedi ng tow ns would he prot ect ed and admrt te d 10 the
Union ; H unungron replied that " I have no doubt" that
Congre ss would aid them, Ber uamm Boame to Silas
Talbot, Jan 9,1790, Peck Collec t ion lU I IRIHS
Library). Iabe z Bowen to Ceorge Wash llJ~ t ll n , Dec. 15,
171!9, D HC 5:226, M~Donald (,12.\, .\45 1 cnuncou slv
asser ts that Pro videnc e had actually seceded

<;/\ Mc!)oll J ld (34<;·461 feels th at th is inxetuous plan was
one 01 "two pnncrpal economic reasons" whic h caused
a shi it in antilcJeral votes between ,\ 1Jrch .l11d ,\ l.a,·
con vennonv and made ranficanon possible He erro­
neously assens thai the deprecrauon law wa, passed
during the interim between conventions It was not
passed until June 1791. over a year .liter Rhode lvland
h.ld ente red the Umun and nearlv eleven months ancr
assum ption had been enacted over orJ'0sllion of Rhode
lvland's senatorv. Rotr llctt 10 :.147.:'0 . Stanton and Foster
vo ted agai nst inclusion oi avsumpnon with a tundmg
lull and, u nsucccsvtul. voted aI<:3;n,t the lundl11 l: bill.

59 Annal., uf the Cnll.l:"-'" of ,he IJllir,',1 ,\'/Illn, 17H9·IIQ~,

cds.} Gales and W, W. Seaton (WaShlllll: tllll, ]1(\4 ·:;(,1,
I Co ng. 2 Sess., 11lI 2, 10 16, herea fter ci ted Anna/."
Ellcrv to Huntuunon, February 2, March X. lunc 12,
1790. Arth ur Fenner to Theodor e Foste r, julv 17, luly .II,
1790 and Ebenezer Thom pson to Foster. July 16, 1790,
f oster Pare rs I (RIHS Ub u ry). IJ. Franklin Iamcson, ed.],

ce rtifica te.. to rhose who had originally sub m in ed
them . A co nsolidation stature to implement th is
scheme ..... ,15 ac tua lly pa ssed in June 179 1, m aking it
pos..ih le for a number of sta te c redi to rs to receive a
m od es t second payment, th is t im e from th e govern ­
mCIlI of rhe U n ited Sta tes. T hose ha rd money me r­
chan ts who h ad with held their sta te securi t ies, and
h ad chosen to forfeit pa ymen t rath er than subm it th em
\0 th e srare for redem ption in paper , were also incl ud ed
u nde r the assu m pt ion plan by the act o f 179 1.

Ent icing as this scheme appea rs, the assu m ption
program was not an important factor in fluencing
Rhode Island 's rat ifica t ion , For rest McDonald 's asser­
t ion notwith sta nd ing.... In m id-1790, th e merca ntile
co m m unity wa s leery oi assumption because its COSts
might necessitate an exorbi tan t im post) many farmers
rejected it because they sensed th e po wer and influence
..uch a plan would bestow u pon the ce ntr al gove rn ment.
Exh t ing evide nce clea rly shows that both Coun t ry
PJrly and merchants we re cool to th e assu mption
pro ject .w T he fact that Rhode Island itself would
likely prove til be a cred itor of th e cen tr al go vern ment
m ay have st reng the ned th e fede rali st causc .w

(7) T he pr incipa l proximate cause for Rh ode Island
raufi cunon wa -,econo mic coe rcion. W ith in weeks alte r
the ti rst C c ngrcs-, ' C l IO work , William Ellery of
Newport began h is cam paign to r t."rsuadc th e n ational
legis lature 10 lower th e economic boom upon Rhode

"Adrustmcnt III Rhode Island in to the Un ion in 1790,"
Publlca!wm 01 rhe Rhodl' h/and Jfl\ ,m ;cDI .~(lci("r~' 81
(July 19CXl! 104·1,\5. Rhude Island wa ~ awarded a palt ry
SlOO,1lXlou t o f a tot al of 521 ,.'l{l),(llJ assu m ed i\ very
i n t ere"tm~ ~na IY'ls of the state 's tunc 1791 depreciat ion
act and the cumplc xrucs o f its irnplerncnt.mun is
lohn W. Richmond . Rhode flllllld '~ " I ' I I <l I , H "' Il , or the
Hi, to ry of rhl' /{<'v"IIJ/!o/l,uy Vel,! o f Rh"de I\/and,
2nu ed (providence. 1855\. Richmond believed tha t the
meaSUTt: w;\\ "wise and em inently ruvt." beclluse it
repealed fort euu re r r,w is;ons oi acrs oi 17117-1019 and
because it allo wed Ihrn;e who hold received depreciated
rarer n om the ~ tate for their -ecunues to ~l·t "rust
compcnsauon" 0- HI An mturmati ve up-to-dare
anal""" IS in rollshnok. !.\5·41.

f,() A~ f isher Ames observed "The plan of the Secrerarv
[Harmhon] alfo rds an a rgument more upon a level WIth
therr [annfede rahvt] vie ws. The scheme of adiu, tin)i:
accounts between the U,S, and indrvrdual Mate,
prese nts to vo ur pcorle a solid and verv allu fin~

adva nt.:l~e . It is equ ally beneficial to credrtor statn who
will nnw ):et their due and In deb tor sLllt:" who will !:cl
Ihell de bts p;lId fur th em by th e U.S Rhodc Island
I suppose will pruvc a cred itor, and mOlYexpect that this
will provide an .um ua l sum from th e public treasury
su thcicn t to pay the expenses of civ il government."
Ames to Welcome Arn old, Feb. 10, 17'JO, W Easton
louttit Cnllect irm,
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Con n ecticu t's Oliver Ellswo rth headed a Scncte co mmittee
whose recommendiltion, nllght have pu.~l'd the th relJl of
fedolJj mili tary force lJgaimt Rhode Islan d.

tIlX '"" ln~ f rum New En~l.nd M.~.Ztnc, M",ch. I8'XI.

b land. Eller y - signer of the Decla rat ion of lndep cnd­

cnce, ccrnrmssioncr of the loa n office, sta unc h federali st
- was in frequ ent contac t w ith Co nnect icu t congress­
man Ben jami n Hu ntington and Connccucut sena to r
Oliver Ellsworth, urg ing the m to abando n " a poli cy of
len iency" toward Rhode b land. Repea te dly he advised
them th at annfedcrulis ts "m ust be made to feci before
they will ever consent to call a conventio n," and they

61 T" Huntiugton, 1\1'ly 1..\, June rs. 1789,

(;2 To Huntinutun.Lteccmbcr 12, 17119 and March 2H. 1790.

(,] Anna/.\ J Cong., J Scss. , 7H-9. SS7, Si!9-90, ~\92, 11.u .
2LH-SH ,217!!-79

64 Annals J Cong. 1 51"'" 9..\1·..\ ,1, J 106,1201

6," Adams to Brown and Prancis, Pchrunrv 18, 1790
IRltlS Lihrary] ,

(,(i AllllaJ.~ I 010,1:,,1 Scss. 9(.(,-67, To Hunuugron.
April 17, /\1,ly .~. I79U,

l.:an be made " 10 feel __ . by su b jecting the goo ds, war es,

and m an u fac tures of this sta te" to th e sam e du ti es " as
foreign States n ot in all iance with th e U n ited Sta tes.:"!

Al th ou gh suc h dut ies would hu rt federali sts in pon
to wns, the res ult would be worth th e sacrifice, clai med
Ellery. As lime went on he sugges ted ways to h it
antifedc ralists more directly. Place dut ies on th e
prod uce of count ry folk, he ad vised, stop th eir "lime,
flaxseed , and barley" from entering neighboring sta tes
du ry free , an d " the Antis will ... be com pelled by a
sense of in te res t to ad op t the Constitut ion." Further,
"Congress should req ui re an immedi ate payment of a
sum of m on ey fro m th e Sta te with an assurance tha t if
not collected an equivale nt will be dtsrra tned. vo- The

sum to whi ch Ellery ref err ed wa s Rh od e Island's shan:
of the Revolut ionary debt. Call for immediat e paym ent
woul d necessitate rc-i nst itu riou of hi gh tax es on lan d.

Pro dded by Ellery's shrewd observations, Congress
began 10 move. In July 17H9 it enacted a ta riff program
which sub jected "all goods, wares, an d m erch and ise"
wh ich Rhod e Island ex po rte d to other states to foreign
d uti es if such me rcha ndise were not of Rh od e Islan d
"growt h or m anu facture." T he sta te immed iately
petitioned for suspension of these duties and Co ngress,
to Elle ry' s dismay, rel ent ed. In mid -Septe mber an act
was passed holding dlscrirnmarory levies in abeyance
unti l Jan uary 15, 1790 .63

Just as thi s per iod of grace expired, the Assem bly
ap pro ved, not by coi ncide nce. th e act calling a rati fying
convention. Im m edia tcly Go vernor Co llins informed
the Presidenr and Co ngress and requ ested a further
sus pension. The patient Congress aga in co m plie d. O n
February 8, Rh ode Islan d 's privil ege was extended
" until the first day of Apr il ne xt , and no lon ger.'>'

At this juncrure, Vice President Joh n Ad am s, the
Sena te's presid ing officer, began to sho w sig ns of

67 AllI!(l],\ J Cong., 1 Sess. 972-76. Senate Journal, J Con:.:..
1 Sess. (>.1, 75-76 , Edgar S, Maclay , ed . {UlIflWJ vi
William Maday (New Yor k, 1%,"11'i7 , 2M) Ellery's
specific recomrnerul.nion was not enacted, but rhe
Senate hill was even more far-reaching.

(,f, .1I,.1;Ic1ay 's Irlllrn "l. 160 On Feb 29 . [79{) Senator Strun~

wrote to Theodore Fos ter that "if the Couvcnunn
adjourns without acceptance' which is "only a dchcatc
mode of rejection. the Government then will he justi­
fied even to the discerning People in Rhude lvl.md in
pursuing measures that in other cucumsnmces might be
thought severe." Fo,ter P,lpcrs J :2.t Soon after r.uificn­
non, Strong rnngmtulated Poster and expressed hope
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exasper at ion lu st pr ior to the South Kingstown conven ­
tion he confided to Prov idence me rch ants John Brown
and Joh n Francis Ih a t h e was " rea lly much affected a t

the obsunare infa tua tion of so grea t a part of the
Peop le of Rhod e Island ." Then he admoni shed , " if th e
Co nven tion sho uld reject the Consti tut ion or ad journ
wirhour adopnng ii , Congress will probably find it
necessary to trea t th em as they ate , as Foreign ers, and
extend all the la ws to them as suc h. If the lime, the
ba rley and othe r a rt icles, whether of fore ign or do mestic
growth o r manufactu re, should be subjected 10 a D uty,
it would soon show you r Peo ple that thei r interests arc
III the po we r of the ir neighbors:>6~

Wh en rhe M arch co nvenuon adjourned without
issue and the Cou nt ry Pa rty swept th e April elections,
more dr asuc pressu res, such as those of wh ich Adam s
warned, appeared necessary. On April 28, 1790 a five­
m an Senate committee was created " to conside r what
provisions will be proper for Congress ro make in the
present sesvion , respecting the Sta te of Rhode Island. "
Among the membe rsh ip of ihrs group were Ellsworth
and Caleb Strong of Ma ssuchuscn s. At this jun c ture
Elle ry reucrarcd his bo ld plans to coerce the ann tede ral
majority . He u rged prompt ac t ion . " It is my opi n ion : '
he stated , "that th e Convention will ad journ agam
unless yo u do someth ing wh ich willwuc h the interest
01 tho:Am is before the Conven tion met't'>' '66

T he cc mmtuc c, with Sena tor Ellsworth in th e lead ,

heeded Elle ry's ad mo nition . O n M ay II it reponed a
two-po inr prog ram imp osi ng a prohibition on all corn ­
mereta! in tercou rse be tw een th e Un ited Sla tes and
Rhode lvl.md, effectiv e July I, an d demanding an
Imrncdt arc pa ym ent, eventually set at $25,000 , on th e
sta te's Rcvuluuonary debt. A bill encompassing those
recommendations wa s drawn . On May 18 - afte r long
debate - it pa ssed U 10 H.M Noncompliance with the

thJ t Rhude lvlaud would SlHIIl 1>1," represen ted in the
Senate so thaI he ' ""1un) could vote on the upcommg
hIll pmvidmg for perma n en t Ioc anon of the capitaL
FOSlel I'ape's I :14 Ellsworth 's leadershrp is indica ted I>y
"Rhude lela nd i~ at len gth I>lOu!:ht int o the Union, and
by .:l pretty 1>01..1 measure III Conercss. which would
have exposed me 111some cencu te had It not produced
the erlccr which I expected u would.' Ellswor th (0

"a friend," lune 1,1190, Wilham Garron Brown .
ufe 0/ Ollwr Ell-wor lh ll'';l\'" york . 190';\ 200.

69 To lames Brown. Mn 10, 1190, lames Brown Paper ,
(RIBS Llhr.lTyl.

req uisi t ion co uld, pe rha ps, offer su fficie n t pr etext for
resort to milit.:l ry force by the United Sta les.

According to Sen ator William Ma clay of Pennsyl ­
vania , vigorous oppo ne nt o f the me asure , some were
in d uce d IU sup port it "to ge t tw o Sena to rs more into th e
House on who s e vo tes th ey can rec ko n o n th e qu estion
of res idence ," He was referrin g: 01course, to the cu rrent
con trove rsy over permanent locauon of rhe national
capita l. T h is consideration, how ever , wa s of secon dary
impo rtance. M aclay observed. as the bill he aded for the
Hou se, " It wa s meant to he used in the sa me way that a
rohbe r does a daKger or a hi ghwayman a pistol, and to
ob tai n the end desired by putti ng the pany in fear .' <6!1

Merchanrloh n Francis reporte d from Phil adelphia
that the bi ll would " PUt an enti re stoppage to all
con nect ion whatever by land or water. This very
severe remedy," he sai d with m ixed emotio ns , " will
·,mely operate on the Peds, wh o m os t be ar it wit h
fortitude as tb e only remain ing m eans Ito sec u re
Rhode Island 's ratilkat ion).' 'M

Rumors n:garding the measu re ap peared in th e
Providence press just pri or to th e co nvent ion. This
community ha d lun g bee n apprehensive that th e
federa l duty act wou ld become operative for Rhode
Island . Now, in vic ....· of the Sen ate 's even more drastic
anion , Providence decided to em ploy tha t long­
ron tc mplared reso rt - secession - if rat ification were
nOI fnrt hcom ing .7°

Unqucvnonahlv some of the reluctant Bay to wns,
such as Portsmouth , were also moved hy th e susra tne d
pol it ieo 'cl,;onom ic pressur e o f th e fede ra l government.
N o doubt it W ;IS a decisive factor in ratific a tio n on
.'Vby 19.11 Ellery, uui mntcd by a not uncommon bleud
of principl e and patr onage, wa s later rewarded by the
n ew cemrul gov umm cnr with th e pri zed appointment
of co llec to r of custom s fm Newport.

70 U..S. CIIIO/lide, May 10, 27, J7'Xl. Pr'JI"idelh.T GdUtI<:,

l--by 15, 11, 17. 1'J, 1190. Town ~1celln" Records 1
(J7ln · j flO4) 14()'4.1, 14(, ·48, 16Y·1O, and Surles, Anrwh (I'
Ill,: Tlll'm ,, ( /', ,, vIIl<: n.-.' H'rovtdcncc. 1~ql) , .l4 1·.t2.

1 1 At rauficanon th e hill was pcnd mg in the House , where
it had drawn sharp crmc tsm from C"n~fl...srnan luhn
PJ~e 01 Vir,i:lI1ia , Amldl.• 1 Com . 2 Scsv., 16 16- IY.
On Por tsmourh'v reacuon sec ~lJplcs, RiCe. 6.'I6·.W,
670· 72. K;lh's l J7U- 7'J, 1lI';-Y' I J '>Cul>eli considerable
rmportauce 10 the coe rcu.n, Hbhur and Polishook sli"ht
n , while McDonald I/l:nores il f "r J contcmroury vit"'"
ui liS elfc,1 !oCC Edw m ,, \. Stone. c'\1 , lit.: ulld Recol1r c­
lwm of /.,1", /l " ..../an d (I'w n J ence, 1,,:;71 l6O-6-t

-
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Lungheld theonc which uulizc notions o f c!a(\
'!TlI!l.,l1;/e , dctncn-crednor IJnfa,~oni.ml, lind Tell l versus

I't'Honal I'wfl t'rly inll'H" I,' , to t" Xfl/lIlTJ the division o ver
mnticaucm au' IfHI ,nnl"l,ric, ron CUI and dried, for rhe
vmiegdft'd Rhode hltmd expe ticnceU

One recent thcory which seems to hav e greater
valld uv Ior Rhode Island - th ou gh it also admits 01
cx ccpnons - is ad va nced by Jack son Turner Main
w ho corucnd-, that In all parts uf the country "the
com me rcia l int e rest w it h Its ramificat ion s, includin g
rhose wh o depe nded pnmar ily and directly upon
commerce , w ere Federal , aod th e 'n on -navigat ing ' folk
....'ere Anntederal."

Main cautions tha t com me rcial inte res t wa s not iu sr
urban. Comme rcial ce nte rs .....ere suppo rted by nearby
ru ral arc-as which depende d upon to .....ns as markets and
as agencies throu gh .....hi ch th eir produce wa s exported
overseas. Co m me rcia l intere st em braced large numbers
oi farm ers. an d the influence of ea ch to ..... n radiated,
perh aps in a degree relati ve to its size or commercial
sign ificance. Th ere .....as a difference between exporting
agr icultural sections and more isolated and sclt­
sufficie nt farm in g a reas,

Rhode Island docs no viole nce to this th esis . The
sign ificant and only intelligible generic division in th is
recalcurarn sta te was th at of commercial in te rest
versus agra rian ; " the Federal tide in Rh od e Island rose
slow ly hom Providence and Newport to engulf the
other bay towns."11

Unfortunately, Professo r Main docs not list reason s
for this cleavage. He cou ld have mentioned greater

71 Theories .1,soei;lll·<! with Cha rles Ikard, Economic
IJJll'Fl'rer ,n,/JH o f Ill ,' Co m l iluli"n o f rlie U l1I led Siale,
Il': cw York. [9 1.l1 1n !alm e" 10 Ikard. he hnefly treats
Rhode Ivlmd. I" '" lI ;llC~ as n-fcrcnc..... and cor rectly
emrh'ISI 2l" tcdcrnlcconnnnc coercion ,111.1 I'r"vldl'I1CC'S
th re.rten cd SCl·C'SIOII a' fact ors forcing rauficannn .
Roben E Brow n . ("writ ·" RCll rJ <!IlIl th e COII\ !JIutioIJ
[Prince ton, N .I ,. IlJ';(,) casts grave doubts nn Beard',
gen eral hyro thl"" hut sheds lill ie l i~ht un Rhode
Island rauficauon Mdlvna ld's ana lvsls 01 delegates to

the r;llifvin ,l: conveuuon sho ws that neither rJny
cou ld rcas on abl j be descnhed as "agta nan" or a
"dehnust faunon ." I lclc,l:ates. re,l:ardless ni thei r stand.
"held arrro\l matc!y the same amounts uf the carne
kinds of sec unues, and II .....ould appea r thai there was
no hne of c1l·.lva!:l' be tween pu blic creduors and non
c eednor s. " Ne'lTly equal rercenta"cs 01 bor h par ties
borrowed rarer III 1786 McDonald.. HlJ-,U ..\1cDvnald
analvzed economic mtl'rl'sts of delegates unlv hu t I feel
that much sharpe r differences wou ld he ap parent if ra nk
and file tl f both Iacuuns were com pared. wh ile a sample
d ;ass inl l'rr reU llon cannot he sustained, m,"' t mer ­
chants. r",fcsMun ;a1 men, ml'chan ics. an is;ans. and
other urhan dwelle rs surrortcd the COmti tu llon . and

fervor for paper mon ey in the intcrior towns and the
farmer 's st ro nger fear uf di rect tax es on land
Additional consideration s included the rela tively la rge
amount of continenta l securities held in me rcanti le
to .....ns, war damage claims of the Bay communities,
and rhc com mercia l coe rcion of Congress.

A fina l fact or , annud tnal in nature, was the more
provincial, locaUstic , democratic, and politically rad ical
hcliefs wh ich prevai led among denizens of those
isolated cou nt ry towns. T hi s outlook rendered them
slow in grasping or accepting the full sign ific ance of
momentou s events transpiring on th e national stage.
M ost of th e in habiu n ts.o f these communities were­
to use Lee Benson's concept - "agrarian-minded ."

Their rem ot e environment and often inferior social
sta tus had shaped their ideology, and that ideology

predisposed th cm to di strust the power of government.
especially one far removed from local and popular
supervision and control. They were pes simistic,
parochi al men of lillie faith ?·

Mercantile inte rest s were more cosmopolitan and
politically sophisticat ed . Their mode of life brought
them into con tac t with people of other states, making
th em less suspicious, broader in outlook, more inclined
to rea lize the necessi ty of change, and less disposed to
fear it . Their ideology , w hich Ben son calls
" com mercialism," was posi tive and oprirnivtic.
" Com mercia l-m inded" federali sts bel ieved that
govern me nt must be s t rong an d ce ntralized if it were
to function creanvely, advance the general we lfa re, and
dis pense justice . M or eover they felt it must have borh

most farm ers in rvmnu- Hrr,11 towns opposed it , lames
Varnum's nbscrvnnon rhat " I he wealth and resources of
this slilte are chiefly III the 1""'cS'iinn uf thc well ­
affected" Ifcdl'rilli~tsl was not far from the mark .
wilkms Updike. Me m Oli' of rill' Rh ode f,d. m d Rdl

[Boston . III·H I JO[

73 Main, 2n, 248.2SO, 270-72, 27.1 , 280.

7.1 Let' Benson , Turner mid f1"'1/I1 AmcriclIII Hi, torie'll
\VII/HIlt R"COII,tdt'lrd [Ne w York, 1%0 ) 21.';.( 7. Cecelia
1\1 . Ken yon , cd .. Anldcdl'T<l /N' [India napo hs, 19( 6)
xxi-cx vi 'll1d "Men 01 Little Faith Anti-Federalists on
the Nature o f Rcprcsc nra nve Covem mc nr." Wlll wlII
and M ary QWlfloly 12 I (Ian. 19S; ] J -46. Alph cus
Thomas Ma'>£lll..~r.llf'"\ Rly.hr, D{'/",",· Antll ...deralicm
<lIld ttie Con, riwtif!l1 [Englewood Cliffs. :-.1.1., 196416(,-97_
Wood. .SI9-21

7:; Ay. ralian -mlnd ed and comme rcia l-min ded lyres arc
dcnved trom the ima gma nv e "social interpr etatio n" of
the Constt tu tnm developed h~· Benson 111" -218) ....ho,e
thesis IS .:Jd.:Jrtahle 10 the Rhode Island ex reri~nce .

A uselu l C(lIlCer l wh u;:h arrear~ to r~inforce a "social
IIltcrr relatinn" "I th e Constltutiun is th e Gemelu\chuir
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Under !hI., heading fohn Carter's brO<ld_,id... pmdaimed
fuujiC<lllun o/Ihe Consntunon. In Pwndella, Ile ,,-,porto"I,
lhe event W<1.' announced by "Ringln &ul Bell._ and tirmg
two ledna/Salutes .... wllh plOlllue 0/ " furth er
Demonsuanons Of tov , ."

,
"

* * * * * • • * • * * • *
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PRO V I D E N e E, A1olld(l)' 1 il1ny 3 r I 1790.

I S L A N D and PR O V 1­
DEN C E P LAN TAT IO N S united

Great /1 MER 1 C ./1 N F ,1 M 1-to the
L r.

RH O DE

pos itive powe rs 10 enlarge opportunities and coercive

powers to prevent groups or sec t ions from indulging

thei r own interests, passions, and er rors at the expense

of the commonwealth. Theirs was the idea of
"nationalism" wh ich found ever-increasing expression
und er the Consnrunon of 1787.75

When member s o f the communirv of merchants,
ban kers. arti sans, mechanics. and exporting farmers
Y W their enterprises deprived o f the protect ion o f the

U n ited States and shorn of the benefits o f her commer­
ei al treat ies, a nd when their co m me rce wa s faced with

hea vy duties la id upon it not o n ly bv Europe but by the

U n ited States as wel l, thcy g rew more de term in ed in

th e ir federa lism.
Fed er al ists - m en like William Ellery, John,

Nichol as, and Moses Brown, Henry Marchant, Iabea
Rowen , and Ben jamin Bourne - worked both for

privat e gai n and public good. They regard ed their

advancement and endeavors as esse nt ia l to their

nat ion's prosperity and gro wth. T ime an d even fat e

wer e o n their side. Thanks to their exertions Rhode

Island rejoin ed the Union which had left it he hind and
e m ba rked upon a new e ra of polit ical and economic
development.

VS. Ge.ld 1.lch a ft hy pothesis of German sociologist
Ferdmnnd Tennies. ApplyinJ': this theory ro Rhode
Island of 1790, it could he maintained rhat the area in
whi ch anufederahsm predominated W;I' essentially a
GelllcJIISl"hafl or comrnur mv-oncmcd sOI; iety - one
whrch mai n rained rural outl ook, pIIS~l·"cd borne ­
geneous struc tu re and valu es, fu nc tio ned th rough
tradrt ronal status arr an gem ent s. an d w.ts charac tc nzed
by low mobility , attachmen t to the $Oil, unit y, dose
personal rela nonsh rps, a nd a home or household
eco nomy , whereas fede ralis t co mmercial town s convn­
t ut ed a pr edu mma telv Gc~e/l5(:hait or assocranon­
onented society - one WI th ,t cosmopolitan or urban
amtude , one exhrbmng preference for oedering socta l
and econumrc relauons rhr cegh t;Ontr,KI; and one
characrcnzed by higher mobihr y. gruter het erogeneny
tmJ"Cr"'lOaJ relat ionships, and J,j\'.:Inced torm , 01 eco­
nurmc organizanon and ,tu i\'ity These fundamental
....It;it;<ul dirl erenccs we re reflect ed in the an rrt hencal
anuudes of th ese sec tions towa rd the proposed basic law'
Communny and 5uuf'ty (Gemd nschah und Ccsell­
scha fr, trans and ed . Charles r Loorm, IE.a ' t Lansin g.
Mich., 19'171 hl, J,J-35, (,.t.f>7, !411·W, 2nli ·(,9.

O th er rcccue works which alsn view the Constit u tion
;IS at least a partial consequence of oppo ,in" ideologies
roote d in drffering social ct rcums unccs are Rutland ,
passim . and Wood, 471-S64, l'rnfessn r Wn,. in his
hr ill ian l tour .I.:: force on the development I,f American
cons titution alism SUAAt;<sts that "bot h the proponents
and opronen r~ uf the Co nsmunon focused through out
the deba tes o n an essent ial point of pnli tica l sociologv
that ultimately m ust he used to di" inRuish a Federali st
Irom an Annfederal ist . The quarrel was fundamentally
one bet ween aris louaq· and dernocracv "<Fhrs pa rticular
IJ('(JI0l:ila l dichotomy dues nor stand in sharp relief in
at\'rical Rhode Island ,lea,t ;Il1stocratlc of the original
thirteen state!;. Wood Rencrah~('; . perhaps correctly,
that tederall,ts were usuallv allSll lClatic proponcntv 01
de tercnual politics who devised the Consmuuon as 3

check upun de mcc ranc ele men ts hum lower socto­
economic snata who ha d seized corn rol 0 1 st.ne legrs­
b tu res In the wake of Revolu nonarv upheaval . hUI
the re Is nil co mpelling evidence in local htcra tu rc oi thc
times [() prove that Rhod e lvland's fcd..-ra lists wer e
r rim3rily an imated hy such pohncal ehnsrn
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Sports and Franco-Americans
in Woonsocket, 1870-1930

Recently there has been an increased interest in viewing
,ports as a reflector of American values, both positive
and negative. A spate 01 muckraking volumes has been
published by disen chanted athletes in basebal l and
foorhall, critici zing both the excessive violence and
exploitative nature of professional sports.' Scholars in
suc h di sciplines as history , econo m ics and soci ology
hav e begu n to exam ine rel at ionsh ips between sports
•and Am erican society as a wholc .! Publications
co ncerni ng Am erica n spo rts ar c no longer solely trivial ,
anecdo tal or adula tory.

There is st ill a tack of hi storical studies dealing with
sports in American life at various periods of our past .
Lacunae are especially noticeable in studies of specific
co m m u nit ies..! Hi storians con cern ed wi th immigra­
tion and ethnicity have devoted little spa ce 10 the role
nf recreation - spcclfi callv spo rts - in ad aptation of
immigrant groups 10 Ame rican society ,

This brief stu dy conce ntr a tes on th e importance of
sports in the lives of French Canadian immigrants and

their de scendants [Franco-Amcrlcuns! in a New Eng'
land textile m ill town - Woonsocket , Rhode Island ­
dunng th e lat e n in et eenth an d early tw entieth
CenIUJI(."S, In man y wa ys Woonsock et was a typ ical
New England tc xnle tu wn, relving main ly upon

• "Ir. Sor relfrs a memher u i the Arn cncan CIVill: ;Lll<ln Team
,II Ilrllukd'lle Community Colleec, Liucruh. t"n.. !cT'C).

lla..ehallc-c Irrn Rr"..nan. The l.(JIll{ ,""eil"'" (:-.l Y, IW..o1.
11m Bouton, B"II Four And I'm Clild You Oul"'1 Tllkl' /1
!'t' f,'Ofljllly IN, Y" 1'll70 and 1971l.

Fool hal1- Dave ."1c~ys,·)', OUl oi Th,,!t 1 ~' a,l: I H' IN.Y.,
I 'll70! Chip o hvcr, l/i)l.li fllr rh,' CallI<' INY., 1'J7] 1.
lktnic l'ani..h, TIl ..y Ca/l /t a Come IN Y., 1'J711.
Larry Merch ant , And Every [lilY YOIi Tuite Aw>tht'r lIlt e
(Garde n City, 1971), [ohnny Sample, ('"nlt'\\IIII1\ of u
lJmy R<lllpl<lvt'T l ~ Y 19701.

by RIChard S. Sorrell"

the attraction 01 first cott on and then woolen textile
mills to inc rease its population from 11,527 in 1870 to
49,376 in 19,~O . 4 During the perio d alter the Civil War
vacancies in text ile mi lls were incrcusinglv filled hy
French Canadian immigrnnrs driven from Ouebec by
poo r ag ricultura l conditions and lack of urban­
industri a l opportunities, an d lured by the chance of
higher wa,!;es in tndusmal New England .

Woonsocket 's uniqueness derives from th e numerical
dominance of Franco-Am ericans. By 1875 th ey were
the largest single eth nic group, an d people of Fren ch
Canadian origin or descent formed sixty per cent of the
total population by ( 9(X1, about seventy per cent by
the 1920s.5 It wa s truly the Fra nco-American capital
of th e United Sta tes by then, and it is doubtful if any
other American ci ty of the period had a higher
petcemagc of population composed of one immigrant
~roup.

The great maiority of Woonsocket 's Franco­
Americans worked in manual jobs at texti le mills and
lived in densely packed wooden tenement sec t ions. T he
most heavily French Canadian area wa s the "Socia l"
di st rict in Easr Woonsocket , but the re were co nce n tra­
t ions o f Franco-Americans in pra ct ical ly all areas by
the 1920s. T heir st rength of number s rncanr that a full

2 Ha rold S"VIll"Ur. n<l,c/,,,II The E<l tl ~· Yedt' ,~d BlI,d",1I
The Golden A."t'l t" Y" J<J60 and 19711. Scc"lld volume
( ISh other .-...:h"lar!y studies in " Bihli"Jo:r;lphi<;al Note,'
~~-.17 1

A notable eXH'rtwn is Dolle Somer, Rl e '" \r"m, in
, ..'W Orleun<. /RSl)·I900 [Bamn Rouxe. 19711

~ Rhode Island Bureau ui Industrml $I,1I1"I1Cs Ad\'<l/Icc
.\11<',0/, of the 190~ Rhode h',md S!<Ilr t.ell u, I',HI f,nu
n; Ihe A"nUdl Rt'/'<JTI for 1906 [l'rovidenre 19071 111-20
U,S Bureau oj the Census, Ah<ft<lt'l ,,; tile Flne"nth
C"IlH/< of lil t' Umll'd Sl<ilr\ 1930 ( Washlll~tun, 1 9.~ l l 112

S Bcssic Bloom \Ve",d , Et!lIl1c Survcv 01 WOlln,"ch'1.
RIt"al' Id<llli!IN Y" 1<)70, rcpnn t of I'll'1 cJ lli"nl 22S
Ralph n Vk ~ TI> . "lmmigr.nion of French Can .rdiuus to
New Enalnnd. lfI-l(J· I9lTl: A G"ol:raphi "al A1Uly~i~ , "

unpubhshed Phil disvcrr.nion [Umvcrvuv "I wtscon sm ,
1<)6i\I.~,l Roben Rumrllv, HI'IOlte <i", FI,II1<'II·AllIhiC<lHl<
[Mon treal, 19"tHl .stl2,

•
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panoply of ethmc institutions was created, including
Frcnch .spcnkmg pansh churches. parish schools.
mutual aid organizanons and native language news­
papers The Fran co-Arncnca n elite of Wuonsncket
provided a suffiCI en t number of pruks~ionals and
bus inessme n to se rvice their e th r nc wntking class
bret h ren It is co m mon Iv acknowledged rhar , from the
late nineteenth ce ntury until the 1930s , French .....as the
do mi na n t language of Woonsock et , providing little
mccnnvc lor olde r Fren ch Ca nadi ans to learn En~lish .6

N o .....onde r w een..ockc r w as e t ten co ns idered "Ill ville
/ll l,lu} irancaise lI'Amerique."

\ ...'h a t role did spo rts pla y in either aiding or hinder­
ing accultu ration 0/ th is mass of Franco-Americans to

th eir ne..... urban w oonsocket environment during the
11\70-1930 e ra~ Th e spo rt w hich probably en listed the

most pamcipanun o n th e part of Woonsocket's
Fran co-Amcncan s w as baseball This is n ot surprising,

cOllSide rinl: tha t du ring th e ea rly twen tie th cen tu ry
ba seball held .1 para mount position am ong American
males as a spec ta to r and participant spo rt." Major
Ical:ut:s o i pmk ssion al baseball wer e at th eir height of
p<lpula nw dUling thi s pe riod, especially in the 1910s .
Co unt less mil hons of youngsters and adults partici­
pa ted III thei r ow n scmi-prut essiunul, amateur and
sandlot games Alt hough other spo rts (especia lly foot ­
hallJ and uther rorm-,uf rccreanon (pa rt icu larly movies,
radio and th e au uunohile] wer e beginn ing to compete
with baccballm the 191Os, it st ill reigned supreme
du ring a time when all Am erican sports and recreation
wen' bccommg in creasinglv democratized.

I~a s~ball ' s greatest popularity coincided with the
lurgc lntlux 01 im mi gran ts 10 the United States,
primarily from south ern and eastern Europe . Represen­

tarivcs 01 most im m i,!; ran t groups played in the majur
leagues. Until the 1l)20s Irish and Ccrm.ms we re the

most numerous, hut hy that time murc southern and
eastern European s were finding niches on major
lc,I,!;UI' rosters Ohviously the percentage of members of

these immigrant groups who could hope III play in the
ma jors remained small However the glamorous "hero
worship " appl'al ot pmt csvinnul baseball, coupled with

(, I'crsonsl mt crvicws hv author with vari" us Franco­
Aml'r, cans an d nlhl."l~ whn hv ed in w oon cocker prim t..
I'H O, 11·!1 March 197 J

7 Sevmoo r. &)\'-/>1111· Th,. Goldal A,I;e. passim ,

R Barhara ~, Sulorncn, Anl('\lm, tlnJ Imllll,l;l,mh
A Cll<III:;:Ill,l; New E.n:;:ltlllIl1l<./J l t/ll1l (Camhridll:c. 19:'6 \
J60-16J

9 C lIl..,j III hi Tri/mll" (W'Mm'>ll(;ket) 20 nuv/;'/Ill>rt' 19U,

the identification 01 manv immigrants and thei r chil­
dren with the American "Horatio Alger" dream of
"making it : ' meant that professional baseball served as
a means 01upward mobility (hoth imaginary and real)
for America 's white e th n ic grou ps.

Harold Seymour has indicated that baseball may
have se rved an accuhurauvc iunction for many
immigrant youths. Children of various nanona lmes
played together on baseball reams and therefore
diminished inter-ethni c hatreds. The simple act of
playin~ mixed-nationality baseball on municipal fields
ofte n helped to dr aw immigrant children ou t of their
ethnic ghettos Seymou r aIM> sho w.. that baseball could
stre ngthe n ethnic identity and nationality rivalries
since frequently each city immigrant group would have
its own baseball team . Thus spor ts contests could
become a forum for venting ethnic hatreds.

This darker side of baseball's soc ia l role was also
ex emplified by anti -Semitism and racism pra cticed in
th e major leagues in th e early twentieth century.
Di scrimination was not con fine d 10 lews and non­
whites , Many members of immigrant groups. particu­
larly those from southern and eastern Europe, were
sub jected 10 vanou.. form s of nanvisric abuse.

There can be little doubt that th ose of French
Canadian descent in the mater leagues suffered from
the same nati vism, pamcularly since French Canadian
immigrants were frequently put in th e " new" immi­
grant caregorv with southern and easte rn Europeans,
and were cnnscqucnrlv seen as culturally inferior to [he
earlier arriving nonhcm and western Europeans.e
Nevertheless a larl:e contingent oi Franco-Americans
played proiessinnal baseball in th e Il)()()-1930 era.

A 'sporting New~ article in 19 13 sta ted that Franco­
Ame ricans in professiona l baseball outnumbered either
Irish or Germans, us ually considered the two leading
groups. App;uent ly those nf French Canadian descent
n umbered over one hund red in the minors, as well as
five who were playing in the two major leagues."

The interest of French Canad ian immigrants in
baseball is amply demonstrated by their recreation
patterns in W{MlOs\lckel from IR70 to 1930. There is no

10 W/ltl1lwlCkff Cdll. "Frftu-rh Ann i\·ersary Edition,"
I lunc 1 9~1 .

II I'crsona l in tervie ws. LJ Tu/>unr", :; ,uillel and 'i ~I'p.

urn/lit 1f!9'.l, 'i /Ullle t 190'>. 'i /Ulllet 1914.

11 U1 Tn/'une, :It turn 1901:; Wtxm\O,·kel E,"em ll,\( C<./Il.
7 May 1907

U LI TI11>ulle. ~ tutn 1897, 9 tlllll 1908 , II auuf 1924
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doubt that this was the dominant spo rt in Woo nsock et
throughout the entire sixty ye ar period . As early as the
I l'I tlOs, local games drew crowds in excess of I,UXJan d
the popu larity of local baseba ll as measured by attend ­
ance increased until the 1920s. At this l ime base ball
began to decline in relative local popularity with new
recreational patterns Introduced afte r World Wa r I
by mass usage of movies. radio and auromobiles.!"

The growin g Franco-American community in
Woonsocket rapidly adopted baseball as its favori te
sport, in spire of the tact thaI fi~t generation immi­
grants must have had little prior coruacr with the sport
in th eir rural Quebcc panshcs By the 1890s many
Franco-Amencans were ent h us ias t ically playing bas e­
ball Games on Sunday s and holidays soo n be came
regu lar acuvrucs in French Ca nadian districts . Their
n ational panshes organized church teams and parish
picnics drspl av ed a ba seball game as a regular feature.II
T here were a t lea st fou r amateur and sem i-pro lt."ssinn al
baseball teams in w oonsocket in 1905, rhrce of ...·h ieh
were cnurelv com pos ed 01Franco-Americans. workers
Irom local mills fnrmed a mill Leagu e in 1907, and
numbers 01 France-American s on mdrvrdualicams
range d hom one-sixth to ihrcc-fourtbs.!"

Curl}' V<I/o" held lht" !i.-lde'·, II,/ove, Alphom e Gauvin
J"l'lar1'J ~<lI,-ller', /1J'I,lk ami <I R<lHlldlt, youth I're.><'llfed
fhe h<J,e/>a!/ wlle ll rile "eI "\<'1<111'-<' Clul) "oH'd In w ocn­
MJt:ke(~ Co ld ~l'rln ,l( " ar k 0I1t' day In /'>IOU WIlke" Rose.
Rf.'cd" and W<ldn kt,l" th f.' ",wu p on a /lwlu·ethlli,- ptane .

Editors of La Trl/IUlH' -local French language new s­
pape r of the Franco-Ame rica n community from lR95
unril the 1 9,W~ - quickly realized they would have to

repo rt basebal l news Hlhey wished to compete with
Woo n socket 's Engljvh l.mguagc newspapers Con-e­
qucnrlv they sptlfildlca lly offe red 01 column lis ring
professional major and m inor league basebal l scores 3S

early J S 1897. By 190MLa Tr sbune featured a daily sports
page Iistin~ both loca l and national baseball sco res ,
and III th e 192Us the paper wa s dcvonng to national
baseball cov erage almost equal !O thur of the local
Engli sh lan guage jou rnal. This IS an indicancn of how
immigrant newspapers adapted w the urban American
envtrunmem in an attempt !O retain the reading loyalty
III their acculruranng subscribers lJ

Increasing Fran co-American acculturation in
\\'{KJOsocket to nanve Amencan folkways was probably
hastened by ba seball and other spo m Many local
residents, who grew up in Woonsocktt before 1930 ,

testified to th is wmer thar Franco-American youths
mixed freely with other crhmc groups and native
Americans while playing sports. This m ixing encour­
aged children of French C an adia n descent to learn
English in a ci t ~· wh ere Fran co -American numerical

-
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do m inance meant that there .....as often little need to
speak English within the confines of the family, the
church , the school, and even in stores or in the m ills, I_

T he reverse linguistic tendency also occu rred. In the

heav ily French Canadian Social distric t , it was n ot
unusu al 10 observe baseb all and football games before
1930 in which all co nversation and signals were car r ied
on in French, possible because all the yo ung me mbers
of both learns used French as their primary language.
Thereiore sports could retard, as well as advance, the
rate at which a youngster replaced French with
English. l ~

The most evident index (alth ough not the most
accurate] of the esteem French Canadians attached to
baseball was that this city of less th an SO,(XX) peo ple
produced three Franco-A merican pl ayer s in the profes­
sional major leagues du ring the 1870-1930 period . It is
doubtful if any other city of comparable size prod uced
as many mai er leaguer s, le t alone from one ethn ic
group.I'

One of the greatest baseball men was NApoleon
Lajoie - "The Big Frenchman"- born in Woonsocket
in 187S, son of French Canadian immigrants , estab­
lished major league Slat, and ido l to Franco-American
youth . His baseball acco mplishments m ade hi m a
center of nnuon ul sports attent ion for twenty ye ars.

Lajoie begun pla yinK for a local ream, the W OO""

sockets, in th c ea rly lIi9{ls. His professiona l caree r
s ta rted in 1H9f; wh en he signed with a FAil Rive r minor
league team and in th e same year wa s promoted to the
majors. Immedi ately he became a star, compiling a .339
life time batt in g ave rage while playing second base for
th ree major leagu e teams ove r twenty years , Elected 10

th e Baseball Ha ll of Fame in its second year o f
existence, 19,'1 , he was pr eceded only by Ty Co bb,
Babe Ruth, Honus Wagner, Christy M ath ew son an d
Walte r Johnson He led h is leagu e in batt in g three
times, his An average o f 1901 beinK the second highest
in modern maj or leagu e hi story. Excellent fielder and

lot Personal in terviews.

I ~ Personal int erviews. T. Curus Forbes. "French Declines
in woonsocket Switch Tow ard English," J'rovldcncc
ID lJ llwl. II lanuarv 196:i,

III W" ollsnekct W3S .11.." the birthplace of G'lhh ~' Hartnett
[no t J Frnn co-A m crican], 11.111 of Fame cutc hcr for th e
Ch i ca~" Cu bs from 191.1 until 19-1-0. Inc Rd chlcr ,
ROII<1 /d Ellcyclnpcdill of &1\1'1'<1/1 IN Y I<)("-!.
Sec 11 .n,

The m oct recent Woon_ockel Ftanco-Amenc an to
r la\' maio Ica!:ue base-hall Is Clem Lahmc, Brooklyn
Dodger rehe t pitcher ot rhe 19'>&, who ".I \S Ihal he

swift runner, Lajoie proved his managerial ability as
player-manager of the C leveland Indians 1905-1909.11

Napoleon 'S nation al fame was a co ns ta nt source of
pride for all Woo ns oc ket but especia lly for the French
Canadi an com muni ty of the city. La Tribune carried
almost daily articles reporting h is fea ts of th e previous
day. Spo tts fan s fro m Woo n sock et travel ed to Bosto n to
sec Lajoie play whenever his team was opposing the
Boston reams.18

"T h e Big Frenchman " also made occasional trips
home to be feted at local banquets, to play exhibition
ball games before large crowds of local fans, and to

visit his mother and other relatives who continued to

reside in Woo n socket . T here is some evi dence that,
up on these retu rn s, he w as treat ed more JS a local h ero
than as a Pran co-Amencan . N ew spap er repor ts of hi s
1900 and 190 1 banquets indica te that most of the local
dignitaries in att en da nce were n ot Franco-A merica ns ,
an d that almost a ll th e proceedings and enterta in ment
were conducted in En.ltlish ,I9

How much of h is Fren ch Ca nadian heri tage could
Lajoie retain in the m a jor leagu es ? He w as living far
from any centers of Franco-A m erica n life i n New
Eng land while playin g lor Cleveland and the tw o
Philadelphia teams. T h erefore almost all of hi s friends
and acquain tances would have bee n English spe aki ng,
It is possible tha t h e remained Fren ch Can adian in
nam e only . Ho we ver he did insist on the French
pron uncia tion of his name th rou ghout his ca ree r.w
He d isplayed the idea l French Canadian virtues of
thrift and devotion 10 parents by saving ove r SIOO,£XXl
and using some of these savings to buy his mother a

ne w home in woonsocker.t '
Interestingly , Napoleon seemed to com bine the

French Ca nadi an virtues of thrift and filia l devotion
with the America n Hor at io Alge r dr ea m of a poor hoy
" maki ng it ." La joie qu it school at an ea rly age in
W oons ocket to work as a wagon driver for SI .SOa day.
He rose: from these humble origins to a salary of S6,0CJ0

spoke onl y French in Woon socket unnl ,II:I: seven. In
la ter vcar v he spoke French less and developed a form "I
self-hatred due parna llv 10 t<';lsi"", bv hah.m-Amcrtcan
adolescent friends. How ever Labine showed the lyriC:11
French Canadien love of birthrLICl' and lack " f
~({)RTaphical mol>ilil)' as he rcrumcd III W""nsnckl't
after hJsel>all retiremcnt . He presenth' works in public
rel.lIwn s for the sam e telltik mill in which his French
Canadian father worked as a weaver . Roger Kahn ,
The Bor,' of Summer IN Y 1971 1! 09 -2.H

17 Rosaue Dron-Lcvesque incl udes a short hlOl:r.1rh\· 01
Lajoie 10 hIS collec tion 01 adulatotv hlol:r.1 phJl:s oj
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Hcnn Rondc<lll rClI/<lIncd PUPIIlll r wJ!h WoOn,\OCkCI b<l~ebalJ

tans In ,Ip lft ot mediocre ~howlIJS: III the mlliur~.

W,xon"",h, C~II, !unc I. IN2,

to $7 ,(X)() annually with Clev eland by 1910, This was an
eno rmous amo u nt when th e ave rage American
worker 's sa la ry was $52"i, when a major league rookie
enmcd ahout $1,SfX) and an cstablished regular around
s.uoo. Only ;J lew major leaguer s earn ed over $5,000.

prominent Franco-A mericans, .~ l l h (lU t' tr l'l Frauen­
AmClI cdlm [Ma nc hes te r, 19:>7) 4M-465. Woon,ocket
EI·"llIn,l: r"n,:> lulv 11194 and 14 June 189.; , w Tn/mile.
10 icvricr IH% Reich ler. sec. I 115-116, sec. 9: .\ and
sec. 126J,

18 La T rlbunl',l.l nun IHYll,lH'lVflIIHW, Y 1Il<l1 1901.
l.~ III'" 1905,

19 Laioie ret u rn ed home 1m banquets in 19(1)and 1901,
10 pla~' cxb rbruons In 1901 and 1921. and to show o ff his
new wile tc h,s mother and relatives III 1907 w Trrbune.
211 and JO .,cl"nnbrt 1901, I I sl' r 1embre 1922.
w ocn sock er Evenlll,l: Call, 1~ N"vember 19(1).
,10 September and I October 1901. 10 lu nc 1907,

Lajoie appar ently alwa ys kne w th e va lue of a dollar.
When he ungf nally signe d w ith Fall River he held out
for an ad diti on al $25 a month He jumped fro m th e
Ph ilad elphia Na tiona ls to th e Athle tics during a trade
war be t .....ee n National an d American Leagu es in 190 1,

sec uring a much higher sal a ry A biogra phy in
UJTrIbune in 191.'\ w ok grea t pride in stressing sal a ry
figures and Iife ·lon~ 'i3\' i n~s, Its ed ito rs .....e re ple ased
....-nh Lajoie's apparent ab ility to folio ..... the Horati o
Alger path ..... ith out succumbmg to ihosc great American
dangers which Franco .. American pri ests ne ve r tired of
warning agains t - h edoni sm and love of lux ury.!!

T .....o o the r Fra nco-Amencans w ho ma de the major
leagues w ere Lou is Lepine an d Henr i Rondeau.

Lep ine .....as a first generation immigrant [born in
M ontreal in 1876) w hose parent s m oved to W o onsocket

Rond eau w as hom in Danielson, Connecticut in
IR87 an d soon moved to Woonsoc ket ..... ith h is fami ly.

N eith er had much success in the majors. Lepi ne was
as ked to repo rt to the Pitt sburgh Pirates spring traini ng
ca m p in 1899 but apparen tly played in mmor leagues
i rom that time u nt il 1907 ; hi s ma jor league career
consisted of one brief tri al wit h Detroit in th e Amer ican
Lea~uell9021 during wh ich he halted on ly .201.
Ron deau played three yea rs in the ma jors 1 1 9 1 ,~, 1915·

l 'JI Il) b ut his avera~e .....as a measly .2U~.1.l

N everth eless both men were pop ul ar amo ng Franco ..
Americans. UJTtlI>tIIll' devoted considerable space to

Lep in e's caree r durin g 1901 ..1902, and in 1'J04 and 19O5

rep orted proud ly that Lepine tu rn ed down a Rochester,
New York m inor league contract becau se he preferred
living a nd playin g ball in Woon socket. Its ed itors
suggested th at an attempt be made to have h im play

with a local tcam, since he wa s so popular with
local fans. H

Nanvisuc abuse wa s somet im es directed against
members of irnrmgranr groups who played in baseball 's
ma im leagues. O ne source indicated that Lepine's brief
sta y in the ma jors gave evide n ce of such nativism ,

20 CUll Gow dy un ~RC TV Baschal! Gamc of the w eek,
summer 1970.

II w Tnhullr . 1-" ;Ulllt'l 191.\

22 Sevmour. 8<l ld>dIl .' Th e Golllen A,ltt'" . I.il>, 172.

2.~ LJ T n /'unr" , 28 tC\"I /l~r IK99 \\'oOJI>Clcket Ew'ninJ/; Call .
If> Sepn- mber 1907. ~Vo(Jn ,{l(:k el Call , " FIft ieth Anmver­
Soil)' Edmon.v L june 1942 Reichler , sec. 12.f>:;'9.''-

N w Tr ibune, ra"im summers 190 1 and 1902.
31 dia mbr e 19l).I and 22 livFin 19()'; .



122 SI'ORT~

Appa rently h is Detroit teamma tes labeled h im a
"foreigner" since he was born in French Canada and
consequently bot h verbally and physically ab use d him
during team pracnccs. These maligrungs may have
prevented h im from dernonst ran ng hi s true abili ty
during hi s major league tria l.15

Fran co -American love of basebal l became inte r­
twined wuh a ma jor C<JIHe cdd:>re. rbe Sentinelle crisis
of th e 1920s which ach iev ed a cert ain national
notoriety U A group of Franco-Americans in woon­
soc ket were milltanlly 10 favor of survivance.!7 They
felt that the Catho lic Ch u rch's Irish hierarchy in their
diocese o f Provid en ce wa s endeavoring 10 reduce the
financial aut nnnmv of Franco-American parishes and
forc e Franco-Ameri can youths to attend English­
speaking Catholic h i,lth sch ools. These self-named

"entmelle' saw this as pan of a long-standing policy on
th e pan 01 th e hi erarch y to eliminate all vesuges of
" n ational" panchcs from American Carholicism.>

Many Franco-Amcncans had 10n)1: felt animosity
toward th e Irish because of Irish dominance in the
hierar chy of th e C h urch in th e United States and their
su pposed desire to " Amcnc a ntzc" all later immigrant
groups .\cnrHldlr\. led by Elphe,lte Daignault, became
incrcd!>ingl y mtlnant in th eir opposition in the 1920<..
They refused to co n tri bute to diocesan fund drives,
cspcc tal ly tor the new Catholic h igh school in
Vo.'tlnn.,ock et , Mount St Charle!>, which they claimed
would he an instrument of the Anglicizers T hey
insbtcd that the French lang-uage have al least equal
footing with English in all Woonsocket parochia l

schools. Fu rt her mor e, they pet itioned the Pope in an
attem pt til stop the accepted pract ice of each d ioce se
taking J percentage nf its loca l parishes ' funds.

Wh en th e Pope supported the Bishop of Providen ce,
)en f in elle.~ instituted a civi l SUit an d began a boycott
ag-ai nst all co nmbuuons to th e C hurch , including pew
rent . A lte r a se ries of ac rimon ious local d isp utes .
Including much name -callmg aml seve ral incidents of
near violence, Semmelle leaders we re excommunica ted­
The cause then slowly died, Jl lnf the leadu rs evcntuallv
repented and excommunications we re lilted

The mnst in t ri,ltuinKaspect of this five year conno­
versy 1192-l-1929l is that it split Woo nsock et 's
Pranco-Amencan community Almost all loc al Franco­
American priests and most of the moderate leaders 01
th e com m un ity opposed Senrinelle tactics. Moderates
insisted that loyalty to the Church overrode ethnic
concerns. The most violent disputes too k place
between two groups of Franco-Americans, not between
Franco-Americans an d Irish . At one time Sen/incHes
may have had the sym pa thies of a significant minority .
hut eventually almost all ieit the cause.

Du ri ng th e heiRh t of the affair, Senr in eHes formed a
baseball team, the Franco·Ameri eain, . which played
benefi t games on Su nday afternoons th roughout sum­
mer an d fall 1928 , charging thirty-fin cents adm ission
to raise money " pllur la cause." Thc FH/nco-Amcrlcains
played man y of thei r Kames on th e field IlfSt. Lou is
pa rish , which had a pries t who was sympathetic to the
cause. For a while this team drew consi derable support .
u nt il on e local French Can adi an pri est refused to allow

Senunellcs urx,,,d their !(}/J(Jw,"., (0 dtl l'/ltl lilt' woonsocket
game Sel'r.:ml",/ 23 ,md COUllf l' llJeI pU/,U/lIlHy 01 the

Pwv,dc/lu:, Holy Name SOl"ll.' l y /1<HlIJC'Cl1c,}u!t'd ill' tile
.\tUlJe day.

::- . ..'u"~ " nt ..._ _ • .,
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hi s parish team to play against it because of its
ideological nature, Semineite leaders com plained in
their newspaper that it was acceptable for Franco­
Americans to play against Iri sh teams, bur not agains t
orher Franco-Americans Suppo rt for the Franco­

Amerj~ms soo n colla psed when m ost Franco-Americ an
pri est s and sec u la r lead ers in Woonsocket opposed th e
team 's founders and goal s l 9 The fratr icidal nature of
the dispute wa s so great that even baseball was drawn
into the issue. The i rony is that Semineiles, militantly
in favor o f French Ca na di an survtvcnce and opposed III

any in road s o f assimilation due to Am er ican ambiance,
rcsoned to the archetvpical American game in
defense of thei r ca use .

O ne migh t assume th at Fren ch Can adian im mi gran ts
immed iately im po rted their national sport of hockey
wh en the y im m igra ted to New England . Th is was not
th e ease in Woonsocket, although wi nters we re cold
enough to play th e game. Du ring th e early twentie th
century Franco-American youths appa rently skated
an d ma y hav e played in formal pick -up games of
hock ey , hut it was not until the 1920s that the first
organized ho ck ey gam es were played .-\() Many factors
seem to ha ve spurred thi s in te rest. In 1926, a new
Canadian- Ame rica n professiona l leagu e was formed ,
with a team in Prov idence. Its roster was mosliy Fren ch
Ca nadia n and th erefore aroused much in te rest among
W oon socket 's Franco-Am ericans In th e same year the
Montreal Ca nadiens of the National Hoc key Leagu e
[maie r league of professional ho cke yI made their first
ap pearance in Pro vidence, playin~ th e Boston Bruins
La Tribune bega n to follow closely the exploits o f th ese
M ontreal " Flying Fren chmen " and th e Providen ce
" Reds" cluh.'!

Con seque n tly, th e city govemrncru of Woonsocket
built a skating rink in 1926 and formed th e first
orgunccd amateur hock ey league ill the hi story of th e

IS \-','(l{)Il'"d<-cl Call. "Frfneth Anniversnrv Edm on,"
J run e 1'J4I .

In Fnr a de t.ulcd desc npunn nt the \t.'lIl lllc ll r cnvrs . sn'
Rurmllv ,VW,.(S9 Helene FurJ:el. "L'Aguanon Senuncl­
licrc au Rhll•.Ic bland (1 92.(·1919\:' uOl'uhh,hl.,J ;\I.A
thesis IU I1I H' r' lt ': de Montreal . 19:;21. E.ll' hq :c I
I)diJ:ndull , Le Vrm M"uvr m rlll St.'nl1nd ll,1t.' en
Nouvel/r An.\:!currc , ";2,l-1929 (Mnnll lo',l l, 19.1,61·
J Alhnl Fuisy, Til l' SI.'71fl lJd/l,r A.\:H,llJml III New
EIl<~llIllil. 192.'i-/92111I'rn v iJ cm·e, 19 'IU1.

27 Althoul:h II 15 im possible to ",n'c JOexac t nanslauon lit
thi~ word. II rou",hh me..ns the I'r~SCT\'JI1"O of the
fr ench Can.rdran native ldo",u"J:~ and customs

city . This coinci ded with form ati on of hock ey as a
schon I spurt at the ncwly built C athol ic high school.
Mount St. C harles. The maj or ity of the stude nts were
Franco-Am er icans, so hock ey soo n became a ma jor
sport . The 1917 school team was totally Fra nco­

Amer ican , and by th e 1930s M ount St. Charles had its
own te am of "Flying Frenchmen " not ed throughou t
New England for its h ockey skil!.'!

It is evident tha t the first waves of French Canadian
irnmrgrarns into Woon socket after the Civil War had
nei ther time nor in clination to play hockey . The ~port

drd not flou rish u ntil th e 1920s , when the bulk of
Fra nco-Ameri can adolescents were no lon ger working
in mills and had suff icient leisure and sch oo l time to

devote to hockey . Al so by this time younger Franco­
Americans wer e increasingly acculturated to Ame rican
wa ys. If th ey wer e n o longer as se ns itive to the jibes of

" na t ive" Am ericans, th ey may hav e been mote willi ng
ttl import their native sport to th ei r new ho mela nd .
Fin all y, the gre at su rge o f en thusi asm fo r organized
cpo ns in th e U n ited Sta tes in the 1920s undou bt edl y
con tr ibuted ttl the rise of orkaniacd hockey in woou ­
soc ket during these year s.

The founding of M ount St. Ch arles in 1 92~ certainlv
su mulatcd parti cipa tion of w oo nsocket's Prance­
American youth in scholastic sports , Although th e high
school was designed III se r\'c Ca tholic students from all
ove r Rhode Island , its studen t hody was pri m Jr ily
drawn from Wnonsockcr's Fran co -American popula .
non. Until thi s time few Fran co-American s who
ncpired to J h igh er ed uc at ion rem ained in w oonsocket.
M{J~t wen t to the col/eKes of Q uebec rat her tha n to

Woonsucket 'S pu blic hi)::h school, predominantly
I'rotesram and Irish Ca tho lic. Crcanon uf M ount
St. Ch ar les meant that more Franco -American stude n t
elite were st,lying in Woonsnckl"t past grade eight. Lik e
rnovt "prep amrnry " bov s' sch ools, M ount St , Charles

21l A svs tern wbcrehv each n.ltlona!ln hadrr- own rl le't'
and nJlin- bn/;:uaJ.:~· 10 its rJri,hcs

! 9 Lu wrn mcilc IW' Mm "'>ek" tl ! t> 1l1I1l,'! and ~l ,mrI ! l'>!!s

,\{) l'cls"nal inICT\'il'w'

,q I~J TTl/'lI/h' . 22 mars. ,l an d It> ,1<"'<'lIIh,,' 1'J_Y',

II L.l Til/'ll/II'. 2.-'1 deaHi/'Fe 192t> . 1\10U11t 'i t . C!lolr!c,
Archrvcs. "Sports Scrapbook . 1')21-19.'\1 ." \; .
W(I()ll' o<: kt'r Cu ll. "Fitneth Anntversarv Edi tion."
I Iune 19-12.

•
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Foundmg 01 M uun! ,)1. Chll fles Academy ,umulQled ptzf'
IIClpa llOD 0/ Fr<lncu·Amerjclln youth m n'houlbuy ~pons.

pdfllcul<l rly wIth emetge nce Ollb hockt)' ledm or '-Flymg
Frenchmen" nou d thwughout New Enl(1and.

pUI much emphasis on sports as a rcliet trom academic
stu dies. Football , basketball, baseball . hockey and
bowl mg were .111 major Spo rts th ere in the late i92Os ,
and almost all of the athletes were Franco-Americans.
T h us the ll,llOssaw a larger number 01 Woonsocke t' s
Franco-Arncncan teenagers playing school SpO TtS.3:l

O ther sports whic h seemed to interest Woon sock et 's
Franco-Ameri can s were boxing, wrestling and wei ght ­
lil t ing , The Fren ch Canad ian tradi tion {If idolizing a

.n E.~cd"i()f [Mo unt SI. Char les stu dent nlal:,l:incl 5: I
(Ch ristmas 19N \ ! I MOUn! Sr. e h,H les Arch ives ,
"Spurts Scrapbook. 1911· 19.lI ," 8, 11, 17, ,l'>, -l7, 6J

real or legendary strongma n, a/0 Joe Mom/errand 0 1

Louis Cvr, was carr ied bv imm igrants to New Eng lan d .
M om ferr and was a legen dary lumberman , equivalent
of Paul Bunyan , wh o su pposedly lived in Q uebec an d
N ew England. T h e sag as even mention that he l ived at
one time in Woonsocket. Alth ou gh a Fran co-Am er ican
of such heroic stre ngth p robably never lived in
Woonsocket 01 anywhere in New Englalllbh is m yth ical
memory was oft en used by Ou cbcc and Franco-

,\.1 C eorge MOnl<' I"'. " Hi,wiTI' de MOlllfn r,lIId. L'AlhJett'
C'lOtltllcn and Inc Mulh.lw ," Imlm,)! 0' Amall",lIl Fnlk·
lor.. 73:2R7 II,m,· MaTch 1960 124 -'4. h deral Writers'
Proie cr, Rh" ti,· 1., laud A Guid,: In lh r ,\· 11I <1 11.., t Stilt (,
[uoscon. 19,HI 101 l.rcqucs Du ch arme..~ h <lduw., 1)1 tlt l'
Trees. Srwl' of Ih ,· French Cm,JdJ<llh ill N e w El1 )o( lm ul
iN .Y., 19-1.'I 1(,'; The las t two sou Ices appnrenrlv accept
the lege nd bu r Monteiro insi~h It Is 101IIy mvehica l
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American storytellers who wished to establish him as
an ethnic hero vanquishing haled Irish foes .'1-I

Although Montferrand was only a legend, franc o­
Americans had many rea l strongmen 10 idolize. Boxing
and wrestling we re major spons in Woo nsocket by
1910. Wrestling declined in popularity alter 1915 as
there were movements to outlaw it , bu t boxin g main ­
tained its local ap peal th rou ghout the ea rly 1920s. As
many as 7,(X)() peo ple attended boxing mat ch es durin g
th e su m m er of 1920. Boxi ng and wrestling had a
defini te nationa lity appeal to fran co-Ameri can s, as
many of the bouts involved Quebec fren ch Cana di ans
or New Eng land Franco- Am erican s. La Tribune and
local Franco-Americans strongly supponed th ese
" idols" The matches often look on the appea rance of
inter-ethnic srruggles, as franco-Americans cheered for
the vicrorv of then men over a Swede or Irishman.
La Trrbune frequently included pho tographs of boxing
and wrestling heroes snipped 10 the wais t ready for
action, pic tures which con trasted stran,l;c1y with the
us ual ch aste an d religiou s m oralist ic ben t of th e
nc wspaper.w

The closest analogue to M ontfetrand which this
au th or found was "te Samson Canad1l'n ,·· a fr en ch
Ca nadi an wclghthfter who came to Woonsocket for an
exhibitio n in 1916. La Tribune waxed rha psod ic ove r
his prowess and asked all f ranco-America ns to att en d
and pay homage to his srrengrh and to the race wh ich
was long iamed ior strong men.w

The tie between religion and sports extended bey ond
sponsoring baseball games by various national parishes,
Each f ra nco-Am er ican pa rish uicd to provide as fu ll a
program of sports acuvmes as possible. T he goal was
to keep th e church as the center of socia l ac t ivities for
youths an d to prevent th em h om m ixing inordi nately
with Ir ish Ca tholic an d Protestant ch ild ren at othe r
recreation areas. Alt hough a comple te rea liza t ion of
this goal was obvious ly impossib le, St. An n's pa rish had

conside rab le success with its Gymn'l\r - built in the
early 1.!I90s - a large gymnasium wi th a va rie ty of

.V; L<l Tr ifm ne. 7 /10\'1'11I"'1' and 28 d~n'/ll l'fl' 1911, ,1.() and
,11 dccr m/Jrl' J9 12, ,l navembre 191 ' , Q mdr.' 19l5,
24 icvricr 1917, 7 '''' pft'ml ' rr 192(J.

:v, Ul Trlhllrl c. 8 and I I mai 1916.

.U Charles R l);!"u,r :lntl Eugene Ihault , lIi,t" ll(' .Ie,
Canadi l'll<·FrlUll;a i, du Rhode " Iaud I W""n~"I.: k c r, IH'J ';!
101 -102. WfIolm ,o\: kel Ew m /l ,l; C<lll. H Fehruary 189';

French wrestler R.Jymond c ozeau u<ldy to meet a
German nvat,

L. T"hu". , N<Jv<l1lh<r20. 19J1

exercise equipment and areas for in door sports, By
1895 the gym was geuing h eavy use , wit h abo ut 250
males us ing the ath letic equipment each nigh tY

A number of tentative conclusions can bedr awn
from this brief study. Sports obviously played a large
role for many of w oonsocket's male franco-Ame ricans
during this period . Baseball attracted the greatest
number of participants and observers, bu t boxi ng ,
w restling and hockey began to offe r some competit ion
by 19 10. The im porta nce of spo rts prob ably loo med
largest for male teen ager s, supporting the impression­
is t ic evid ence wh ich no vel ist Jack Kc rouac offered in
M <I.Il>:ie Cassidy, descr ibing the vita l pa rt wh ich sports
had in the liv es of teenage ethnic Ka n~~ llargely French
CanadianJ - in Lowell , M assachusetts _ during the

1930s.'1Il In an era before the dominance of many furm-,

,18 lack Kcrou.rc , M" .l!.~i l' Ca"jt!r (NY. , 19W) passim.
Kerounc W ,I\ J. \Cl"'nJ generation Fr.mco-A rnenc an. h011l
in Lowell, who did nut learn I" \p cak En..:lJ\h unti l he
was seven ,
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t. T"hu,,~, /uJy P. I9<?S

r_-..e-.._f... ... ..........._

oi ma ss me dia and the uhiqunou s presence of the
au tomnhile, spurts remained one of th e most important
for m s of pa rticipant-observer recrea t ion . It is iro ni c that
importance o f spo rts for franco-Americans see me d to

reac h its highest level in the I920s, when th e gro wth (If
movies, radio an d the au to mo bile was alrea dy fore '
shado wi ng its dec ltne.w

The observant reader will note tha t noth ing has bee n
written in th is article abo ut Woonsocket 's fran co-­
American females. In th e fren ch Ca n adian conception

of fam ily - highly co nservati ve and u aditi onal - th e
female's pla ce was in th e home, bean ng an d raising
children Young girls Were supposed to cente r th eir
lives around h ome and church.w Co n sequen tly th e
cam araderie of spo rts was alm ost entirely reserved
for males.

Spo rts played a d ual and ofte n conflicting role in the
eth n ic lives of W oonsocket's ma le Prance-Am ericans.
On the one han d th ey fostered acc ultura tion to
Am eri can wa ys of life by th e m ixing of nationality
grou ps wh ich ine vita bly took place in spons.u O n th e
ot he r they hel ped to pr eserve some eth n ic and reli gious
iden tity by carry ing over to th e United Sta res the
tradi t ional fren ch Canad ian interest in h ockey and
weigh tl ifti ng and by the eth nic hero worship o f leading
sports figu res such as N apoleo n Lajoie. In ad diti on,
franco--Ameri can pa rishes used sports as a recrea tional
m eans of ce nt ering the lives of their parish ioners
around the church . Finally , the domin ance of franco­
Am ericans in Woo n soc ket was so grea t that ofte n their
con tests co ntained n o outsi de rs and so became a tool of
lan gu age mainte nance. Th is numer ical dominance al so
meant th ai there was probably less e th nic con flict
betw een Woon socket' s Fran co-Am ericans and other
nat ionalities in spo rts th an else where in the
U nited States .

In the lunj; run, the accu lrura nv e function of sports
am ong Woonsocket 's Fran co-A m erica ns may have
been as .!:rcat as th e prese rvat ion of ethnic iden tity.
In an y case, th is accultu ration came fast er as m ovie s,
rad io and aut omobiles bega n to supplant sports as
forms of recreati on in the 1920sand 19305.

•
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.w B"' h LaTrthune- and th e W'oom ock er Call gave evidence
of th is in creasing un por ta nce of m ovies , radio and the
au tomobile in the 19lOs, Adv emsem en rs and arncles
ahout local sho....in ..:s of m ovies , local huyin/;: and
d r jvmg 01 automobiles. and the a \·ailahi IiIY 0 1 radio ­
rro..:rams mcrcaced I:Il"atly du rm g the decade

.w La T " bune conrmuallv voiced rfus n admonal and
co nse rvauve vie.... of women in ItS editor ial pages.
18 fevn n 19U, II l<l nVler 1915. 25 11 \"11/ 192.'>_

-ll Ir ....in Child's excelle n t social psychological study of
male h ah ans in Ne.... Haven du ring th e 1930s poinrs out
th a t while firS! ge ne ra t ion Italian -America ns seldom
played Amenc an spor ts, their second genera tion
ch ildren often emov ed such recreation. lw lian or
Amencanl Second Genela rion III Conitrci (New Have n .
19-Ul ch. 2.
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Stephen Hopkjm Pays the Troops 1755-1757

(Prov idence, Society of Colonial W ar s, 19621.

"T ime an d the Wind," Class Poem, Brown Uni versit y
Commencement 193.\ broadsi de , Harr is Co llection
of American Poe try an d Plays, John Hay Library .

"Using Communi ty Resour ces to Enrich the Social
Stu dies," panel discussion Rhode Island Socia l Studies
Association, Rhode Island College, Octob er 1964.

"The W reck of the Bark M on tgom ery " [with Reb ecca
C. Skillin), 24: 4 (Octobe r 19( 5).

Art hur H Co le [Baker Library, Harvar d U n iversity ),
review of One Hundred Fifty Yel.lTS of Providence
Wa.lhington Insurance Com pany 17994949 by
Willi am Greene Roelker and Clarkson A. Co lli ns grd,
9 :1 [january 1950),



Dekgote.' w the 32nd t1nnlll11 convennon of fhe Aml'1JCan
A'.IOciauon for Stare and Locallli~w,y . Sepumher 19 10 23,
vi,llud Providence e ll y Hall on one uf"evera/ w urs thruugh
19rh·cenlUry bUl/dinX_1 m the crrY',1 anfral area. Events
included a s rud y of PlIwfllckel'l Old S/aler Mill. <In al1-dllY

VIlli 10 Newport II/Ill a hllnl/utl a/ Rocky Prunt In Warwtck.
Appropriately, Tht Rhodt b/lInd Hi.,t""cul Society.
relebralHlI/. itl 15Drh IInnlvt'lIary. Wl/_' ho.q 10 the hundred.,
of as,\()Cialion represenlulIVt.' from the United State.,
lind Canada.

f)e_"xned by Malcolm Crt''''' f)e , ixner , . Inc
Typ e Ie l by Typt'-'t'HinXse rvice Co .
Prmt t'd hy f orr Clfy l" t'I~ .lnc.
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